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Berlin Intercultural Reading Groups 

Feedback- Jan Bild 

Wednesday February 16th, Friday 18th, Thursday 24th 2011 

The Woman in Black by Susan Hill 

A ghost story in the Gothic tradition, using the conventions of the genre, some 

group members who like to read “literature” were sceptical about my choice.  A 

few commented: “What will there be to talk about for two hours?”  As it turned 

out, two hours was hardly enough to talk through its themes. 

 Germans are less likely than Brits to ask each other if they believe in ghosts. Or to 

read ghost stories. After an initial reluctance by some to read this story, one group 

was twice its normal size!  And nearly everyone enjoyed the experience. The men 

acknowledged it was well written but enjoyed it the least. Perhaps women like 

being frightened more than men. 

The Woman in Black is creepy, old-fashioned storytelling, traditionally told around 

a warm fire on Christmas Eve. The more macabre and frightening the ghost story 

is - all the better. Ghost stories should tap into our childhood fears of the dark and 

unknown, fuelling our imaginations in a delightfully scary way. At first Hill creates 

a warm and cosy Christmas family atmosphere. All seems well. Arthur Kipps’ 

family gather around the fire telling ghost stories for fun. – his three young 

stepsons all outdoing one another in inventiveness, piling agony upon agony. Their 

stories include 

“ Overgrown graveyards, footsteps creaking upon staircases, groaning and 

scuttling, and clanking of chains, swirling mists and sudden winds, hooded monks 

and headless horsemen, bats and rats and spiders, women turned white-haired 

and lunatic, vanished corpses, vampires and bloodhounds.” 

But Arthur Kipps finds he cannot join in the sport, the high-spirited game the 

young people are playing. He tries unsuccessfully to suppress a mounting unease, 

to hold back a rising flood of memory. He knows their stories are pure fantasy but 

he has experienced a ghastly reality, nothing as blood-curdling and crude but 

altogether more terrible. Arthur decides he must write about his experience to 

help him come to terms with the past which still haunts him. The suspense starts 



2 

 

and we are taken on a journey of disturbing discovery. We want to know what had 

happened to him that was so dreadful.  

I should tell my tale, not aloud by the fireside, not as a diversion for idle listeners, it 

was too solemn and too real for that. But I should set it down on paper, with every 

care and in every detail. I would write my own ghost story. Then perhaps I should 

finally be free of it for whatever life remained for me to enjoy. 

The scene is set. It includes all the staple features: a mysterious, young, pale 

woman, a funeral, a strange, isolated and dilapidated house, local people who will 

not approach the house or its estates for anything in the world, mystery, intrigue 

and, most frightening, faces of spectral children in a graveyard. 

Arthur Kipps, as a young solicitor, is sent by his boss to a small market town, 

Crythin Gifford, in a remote part of eastern England. An elderly client, Mrs 

Drablow, has died, and Mr Kipps must see to her estate.  Mrs Drablow was a 

recluse, who had lived at Eel Marsh House on a small island only accessible by a 

causeway for a few hours a day. Arthur soon realises there is more to Alice 

Drablow than he originally thought. At her funeral he spots a woman dressed in 

old-fashioned black clothes and with a pale, wasted face, who is watched in 

silence by a group of children. She seems to Arthur like a mourner, but she doesn’t 

speak to anyone and disappears suddenly. 

Over the course of several days, while sorting through Mrs Drablow's papers at Eel 

Marsh House, he endures an increasingly terrifying sequence of unexplained 

noises and chilling events. Most chilling are the sounds of the empty rocking chair 

and the screams of a child as a pony and trap loses its way in the mist and plunges 

into the sea....  

Most of the people in Crythin Gifford are extremely reluctant to reveal 

information about Mrs. Drablow and the mysterious Woman in Black, and most 

attempts to find out the truth cause pained and fearful reactions. From various 

sources, Kipps learns that Mrs Drablow's sister, Jennet Humfrye, gave birth to a 

child she was forced to give to her sister because Jennet was unmarried. Mrs 

Drablow and her husband adopt the boy, called Nathaniel, insisting he should 

never know that Jennet was his mother. We later discover that the child's screams 

heard by Kipps were those of Nathaniel drowning. Jennet’s immense grief is at the 
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heart of the story. She is inconsolable and seeks revenge on others for the loss of 

her son. Her menacing and vicious presence lingers on, she still has the power to 

ruin others’ lives and they are unable to stop her. 

There are wonderful descriptions of the countryside, the marshes, fog and mist 

 It was a mist like a damp, cobwebby thing, fine and yet impenetrable. It smelled 

and tasted quite different from the yellow filthy fog of London; that was choking 

and thick and still, this was salty, light and pale and moving in front of my eyes all 

the time. I felt confused, teased by it, as though it were made up of millions of live 

fingers that crept over me, hung on me and then shifted away again. 

The eeriness of Eel Marsh House unsettled us. Most of us felt as if we were inside 

the house - cautiously entering the haunted rooms and creeping around in the 

dark with only a candle to light the way. The comforting presence of the dog 

Spider made the situation more bearable. Spider was our favourite character. 

There is a deliberately timeless quality, it’s uncertain exactly when the story takes 

place. There are pony and traps, steam trains, but also cars and electricity. And 

Crythin Gifford is not a real place. The woman in black could be anywhere. Lurking 

in the shadows. Revenge for her tragic loss could be repeated years later. She 

exists beyond our normal experience. As Arthur explains 

I knew now that I had entered some hitherto unimagined- indeed - unbelieved in - 

realm of consciousness, that coming to this place had already changed me and 

that there was no going back. 

The ending was a complete shock to most of us. One or two had worked it out. 

There had been clues which became clear in retrospect. Arthur is told that 

whenever the woman in black appears, a child dies. He didn’t connect this 

information with his own life and neither did we. A ghost seems like something in 

the past and we expect ghosts to haunt a particular place. When the woman in 

black suddenly appears in a park in London, many miles from Crythin Gifford, we 

sense what is going to happen. Arthur is helpless and cannot save his wife and 

baby son being thrown from a pony and trap and killed. 
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 What is so very chilling is that the woman in black is somehow trapped in the 

world, waiting always for revenge. Has a loving mother, so consumed with grief, 

been turned into a force for evil? 

Our Comments 

“It was very well written. There was a great build up of tension from beginning to 

end. It kept my attention. Is it real or not real? Could ghosts like this exist?” 

“The characters were very well described especially the townspeople. Are the 

superstitions about the woman in black justified?” 

“The language is very old-fashioned and I found it rather slow. I quite enjoyed it 

but I wouldn’t re-read it.” 

“I felt it was as good as Edgar Allen Poe, which is high praise.” 

“I love to read crime stories but I had never read a ghost story before. I found it 

more exciting than many crime novels as I was constantly worrying what was 

going to happen next.”  

“The landscape was wonderfully described. I could sense and taste the fog and 

mist and the unsettling effect of not being able to see properly.” 

“I didn’t trust any of the characters. Samuel Daily seemed very suspicious at first, 

even though he proves to be a very kind man.” 

“I was fascinated by the sea, the landscape, the causeway. I was picturing similar 

remote parts of the north of Germany. Was it meant to be in East Anglia?” 

“I can see the story will make a very good film. I don’t usually like such short 

stories but somehow I enjoyed it.” 

“I had a problem with stereotypes. But I realise now that these are part of the 

genre.” 

“It reminded me heavily of M R James.” 

“I like Susan Hill’s writing very much but I hate ghost stories. There is enough 

horror to deal with in the world, without inventing ghosts.” 

“A really spooky ghost story. I loved it.” 
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“It was full of suspense. But what is there to say about it for two hours? “ 

“I definitely don’t believe in ghosts but as a story it was OK. It was gripping” 

“It had all the ingredients of a gothic novel, mists and dangers and fears. But it 

was rather predictable.” 

“The woman in black seemed like a ghostly serial killer of children. Truly horrific!” 

“I’ve never been interested in ghost stories before but I thought I’d give it a try. 

And I enjoyed it very much- especially the atmospheric scenes of the landscape.” 

“Where do all those emotions go when someone has suffered such a deep 

personal loss? I was intrigued by this idea.” 

“I was uneasy reading it. It was unsettling.” 

“It was not my cup of tea- it was nicely written but not my kind of story.” 

“As a child I used to love ghost stories. I enjoyed it very much. It was a lot of fun. I 

read it aloud over Christmas with my daughter. It works very well this way. “ 

“I am very easily frightened, and I scared myself to death reading this!” 

“I wasn’t scared at all. It seemed rather shallow to me. The plot was too obvious.” 

“Friends of mine lived in a haunted house in Bremen. They are very down to earth 

people and wouldn’t have made it up. They moved out and the next tenants had 

exactly the same experience. This has given me an open mind towards the 

possibility of ghosts.” 

“Slightly scary but I didn’t have nightmares.” 

“It was a bit gruesome. Especially the idea of the woman being trapped in a desire 

for revenge. Is she seeking retribution?” 

“I found it very British – especially the reluctance of the townspeople to warn 

Arthur. There seems an extreme form of British reserve going on here.” 

“There were lots of ghost story clichés. But it was frightening.” 
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“The way Arthur handles his fear is well drawn. How his intense fear eventually 

dies down and then he is able to act with courage. I’m not too fond of ghost 

stories, but this one was interesting from a different perspective.” 

“I love ghost stories- I’m delighted to see so many people here- I thought maybe a 

lot of people would have been put off.” 

“I thought hauntings were place-related and wasn’t convinced by the ghost 

moving around.” 

“I don’t like to read ghost stories as I have lived in haunted houses myself. I try to 

forget about what happened to me, rather like Arthur in the story; I have learnt 

how to adjust. But I’m reluctant to focus on the things that happened. I’ve never 

sought out such experiences and don’t want to have them. Fortunately where I 

live now is not haunted.” 

“I had to make sure I read it where there were lots of people. If I’d read it on my 

own I would have been very frightened.” 

“The contrast between cosy and scary situations was rather overdone.  This 

became repetitive.” 

“The dog Spider was very endearing- I had to flip through and make sure he wasn’t 

going to be killed.” 

“Susan Hill obviously enjoyed writing The Woman in Black and I enjoyed reading 

it.” 

“I work in publishing and it was a real pleasure to discuss something not too 

“literary” for a change.”. 

“It’s great occasionally to read a novel just for fun when I don’t have to use my 

brain too much!” 

“Turn out the lights, draw the curtains, read alone by candlelight, if you’re brave 

enough.”  

Highly Recommended   A very well constructed ghost story. Great to read aloud at 

Christmas, but not on one’s own in an empty house at night. Guaranteed to 

stimulate lively and fun discussions. © Jan Bild, Berlin 26 February, 2011 


