
       THE WOMAN IN BLACK — STUDY 

GUIDE 

1. Introduction 

• Author: Susan Hill 

• Published: 1983 

• Genre: Gothic Horror / Ghost Story 

• Narrative Style: First-person retrospective 

• Setting: Crythin Gifford & Eel Marsh House, England 

• Premise: A young solicitor, Arthur Kipps, is sent to settle the affairs of the recently 

deceased Mrs Alice Drablow and encounters a terrifying ghostly presence. 

• Why it’s studied: Strong Gothic atmosphere, suspense, symbolism, and themes of grief, 

revenge, and trauma. 

 

2. Plot Summary 

Overview 

Arthur Kipps, now an older man, recounts a traumatic supernatural experience from his youth. 

Sent to handle the legal matters of Mrs Drablow, he uncovers a tragic history and encounters the 

vengeful spirit known as the Woman in Black. 

Part-by-Part Summary 

Opening (Christmas Eve Frame Narrative) 

• Arthur’s family shares ghost stories. 

• Arthur is deeply disturbed and decides to write down his own story — the real haunting 

that shaped his life. 

Chapters 1–5: Arrival & Isolation 

• Arthur travels to Crythin Gifford. 

• Locals react fearfully when he mentions Mrs Drablow. 

• He attends the funeral and sees a mysterious woman in black. 

• Arthur begins working at Eel Marsh House, a remote house only reachable by the Nine 

Lives Causeway at low tide. 



Chapters 6–10: Escalating Haunting 

• Strange sounds: rocking chair, footsteps, pony and trap crash (the ghost replaying past 

trauma). 

• Arthur finds documents revealing:  

o Mrs Drablow’s sister, Jennet Humfrye, was forced to give up her illegitimate child. 

o The child (a young boy) drowned in the marshes while Jennet watched helplessly. 

o Jennet became the Woman in Black, her rage turning her into a vengeful spirit. 

Final Chapters: Tragedy 

• Arthur returns home, believing he has escaped. 

• While enjoying an outing with his fiancée Stella and their baby, the Woman in Black 

appears. 

• Their pony and trap crashes — Stella is fatally injured, and their child dies instantly. 

• Arthur realises the Woman in Black causes the death of children wherever she is seen. 

 

3. Setting & Context 

Gothic Tradition 

• Isolated settings 

• Supernatural danger 

• Psychological tension 

• Slow-building dread 

Key Locations 

• Crythin Gifford: Remote, unfriendly village hiding secrets. 

• Eel Marsh House: Completely cut off at high tide; classic Gothic isolation. 

• Nine Lives Causeway: Symbolises entrapment; danger lurks with changing tides. 

• Graveyard & Marshes: Death and decay; eerie landscape mirrors emotional trauma. 

Atmosphere 

• Mist, silence, fog, darkness → all amplify suspense and disorientation. 

 

4. Characters 

Arthur Kipps 



• Young solicitor; rational, practical 

• Slowly becomes increasingly frightened and traumatised 

• Older narrator is haunted emotionally and psychologically 

The Woman in Black (Jennet Humfrye) 

• Malevolent ghost driven by grief and rage 

• Dressed in mourning black 

• Associated with death of children 

• Symbol of injustice and unresolved pain 

Samuel Daily 

• Local landowner; supportive father figure 

• Warns Arthur indirectly 

• Represents stability and rationality 

Mr Jerome 

• Terrified, nervous local agent 

• His reaction reveals how feared the Woman in Black is 

Keckwick 

• Silent but reliable pony-and-trap driver 

• His past connects indirectly to the tragedy 

Stella Kipps 

• Arthur’s loving fiancée 

• Her tragic fate underscores the ghost’s power 

 

5. Themes 

Fear & the Supernatural 

Arthur’s psychological descent is central — fear builds slowly through suggestion, sound, 

atmosphere. 

Isolation 

Physical (Eel Marsh House), social (locals won’t speak), emotional (Arthur’s loneliness). 



Grief & Loss 

Jennet’s grief becomes destructive; Arthur suffers devastating loss himself. 

Revenge 

The Woman in Black inflicts suffering on the innocent because of her unresolved trauma. 

The Past Haunting the Present 

Secrets, history, and trauma repeat themselves — the ghost reenacts past tragedies. 

Rationality vs Irrationality 

Arthur tries to remain logical, but the supernatural overwhelms his reasoning. 

 

6. Form, Structure & Language 

Form 

• Frame narrative: adult Arthur recounts past trauma 

• Adds emotional weight and hindsight 

• Classic Gothic shape — gradual escalation 

Structure 

• A slow build from mundane legal work → supernatural terror 

• Repetitive hauntings emphasise inevitability 

• Climaxes with final tragedy in the present timeline 

Language 

• Rich sensory detail (sound, fog, silence) 

• Long descriptive passages create suspense 

• Gothic motifs: shadows, cold, echoes, emptiness 

• Symbolic imagery: mist, marsh, water, black clothing 

 

7. Key Quotations 



Fear 

• “I did not believe in ghosts. Or rather, until that day, I had not done so.” 

→ Arthur’s shift from rationality to fear. 

Atmosphere 

• “A thick, damp sea-mist… swirling and shifting like living things.” 

→ Gothic imagery of danger and uncertainty. 

The Woman in Black 

• “The woman with the wasted face.” 

→ Her appearance reflects emotional and physical decay. 

Isolation 

• “I felt like a puppet… whose strings had been jerked.” 

→ Arthur’s helplessness in the face of terror. 

Revenge & consequences 

• “They asked for my story. I have told it.” 

→ Final acknowledgement of trauma. 

 

8. Symbolism & Motifs 

The Woman in Black 

• Death, vengeance, grief 

• Embodiment of unresolved trauma 

Eel Marsh House 

• Isolation, entrapment 

• Represents haunted memory 

The Marshes 

• Danger, hidden threats 

• Symbolic of the past pulling people under 



Fog & Mist 

• Confusion, lack of clarity 

• Supernatural veil between worlds 

Children 

• Innocence targeted by vengeful forces 

• Highlight injustice and generational trauma 

 

9. Important Scenes 

• Arrival at Crythin Gifford 

• Funeral scene (first sighting) 

• First nights in Eel Marsh House 

• Rocking chair incident 

• Discovery of Jennet’s letters and backstory 

• Pony and trap flashbacks 

• Final chilling attack causing Stella’s and the baby’s deaths 

Each scene deepens fear, suspense, and tension. 

 

10. Writer’s Purpose 

Susan Hill aims to: 

• Revitalise the traditional Gothic ghost story 

• Explore how trauma and grief linger beyond death 

• Show the devastating consequences of cruelty and injustice 

• Build psychological horror through atmosphere, not gore 

• Examine how the past resurfaces to destroy the present 

 

11. Sample Essay Questions 

• Theme: Discuss how Hill creates a sense of fear and suspense throughout the novel. 

• Character: Analyse the significance of the Woman in Black’s backstory. 

• Setting: How does the setting contribute to the novel’s atmosphere and meaning? 



• Symbolism: Explore the symbolism of Eel Marsh House. 

• Turning Point: Why is the funeral scene an important moment in the narrative? 

 

12. Model PEA Paragraph 

Point: Hill uses setting to heighten the sense of dread and isolation. 

Evidence: Eel Marsh House is “surrounded by pale, damp mist that seemed to clutch at me.” 

Analysis: The tactile imagery (“clutch”) personifies the mist, suggesting the environment itself is 

hostile. This reinforces Arthur’s vulnerability and the supernatural danger closing in around him. 

 

13. Quick-Revision Checklist 

• Themes: fear, revenge, grief, isolation, rationality vs supernatural 

• Symbols: Woman in Black, marshes, fog, Eel Marsh House 

• Characters: Arthur, Jennet Humfrye, Daily, Jerome 

• Essential quotes:  

o “I had not believed in ghosts…” 

o “The woman with the wasted face.” 

o “A sea-mist swirling like living things.” 

o “I felt like a puppet…” 

• Turning points: funeral sighting, first night alone, discovery of letters, final tragedy 

 

 

MINI-ESSAYS  

 

Theme: Fear and the Supernatural 

Hill crafts fear through atmosphere, isolation, and the slow revelation of trauma. Eel Marsh 

House, reached only by a tide-covered causeway, becomes a physical manifestation of 

liminality—a place between safety and danger, life and death. Arthur Kipps begins as a rational 

young solicitor, but the Woman in Black breaks his confidence as her appearances coincide with 

cold, sudden silence and the uncanny rocking chair. Hill uses sound as terror: the repetition of the 

pony and trap drowning, the child’s screams, the thud on the locked door. Fear becomes 

generational when Kipps realises that every appearance of the Woman in Black signals the death 



of a child; her vengeance is relentless, unappeased by time. The final blow—the destruction of 

Kipps’ family—makes the ghost story almost tragic realism: grief has consequences that outlast 

reason. Hill suggests that fear is not just supernatural but psychological—the past refuses to stay 

buried, and trauma, once unleashed, cannot be contained. 

 

Turning Point 

A. Turning Point: The Nursery Revelation 

Finding the locked nursery opened and in upheaval makes the haunting material: malice that 

touches objects can end lives. From here, Arthur’s rational defences crumble and the ghost’s 

pattern (a child dies after each appearance) is confirmed, binding the past’s injustice to present 

terror. 

B. Symbolism: Causeway, Nursery, Spider (the dog) 

• Causeway: liminal passage; safety governed by tide—memory governing the present. 

• Nursery: aborted motherhood; a shrine to loss turned engine of vengeance. 

• Spider: loyal anchor to the living world; the one warmth in a cold design. 

C. Setting Analysis 

Eel Marsh House isolates through weather and tides; fog erases bearings, like grief erasing 

sense. Market Drayton’s normality contrasts with this gothic perimeter, intensifying dread. 

 


