
Old Nurse’s Story EGH 

Some questions to consider. 

1. Why does she choose servants, the old nurse and Dorothy, to narrate this story? 

2. Who is haunted in this story and what exactly is it that haunts them? 

3. Let us consider Hester’s initial description of the manor which is particularly significant 

as it sets the scene for the whole story.  What impressions do you get from this passage? 

How does Gaskell use language to create this impression?  

 

We had left all signs of a town, or even a village, and were then inside the gates of a large 

wild park--not like the parks here in the south, but with rocks, and the noise of running 

water, and gnarled thorn-trees, and old oaks, all white and peeled with age.  

The road went up about two miles, and then we saw a great and stately house, with many 

trees close around it, so close that in some places their branches dragged against the walls 

when the wind blew; and some hung broken down; for no one seemed to take much 

charge of the place;—to lop the wood, or to keep the moss-covered carriage-way in order. 

Only in front of the house all was clear. The great oval drive was without a weed; and 

neither tree nor creeper was allowed to grow over the long, many-windowed front; at both 

sides of which a wing protected, which were each the ends of other side fronts; for the 

house, although it was so desolate, was even grander than I expected. Behind it rose the 

Fells; which seemed unenclosed and bare enough; and on the left hand of the house, as 

you stood facing it, was a little, old-fashioned flower-garden, as I found out afterwards. A 

door opened out upon it from the west front; it had been scooped out of the thick, dark 

wood for some old Lady Furnivall; but the branches of the great forest-trees had grown 

and overshadowed it again, and there were very few flowers that would live there at that 

time. 

4. What essential elements can you find here that might indicate this would be a Gothic 

ghost story? 

 

5. Why does Gaskell use music -what effect does music have on this story? 

 

As winter drew on, and the days grew shorter, I was sometimes almost certain that I heard 

a noise as if some one was playing on the great organ in the hall. I did not hear it every 

evening; but, certainly, I did very often, usually when I was sitting with Miss Rosamond, 

after I had put her to bed, and keeping quite still and silent in the bedroom. Then I used to 

hear it booming and swelling away in the distance. The first night, when I went down to 

my supper, I asked Dorothy who had been playing music, and James said very shortly 

that I was a gowk to take the wind soughing among the trees for music; but I saw Dorothy 

look at him very fearfully, and Bessy, the kitchen-maid, said something beneath her 

breath, and went quite white. I saw they did not like my question, so I held my peace till I 

was with Dorothy alone, when I knew I could get a good deal out of her. So, the next day, 

I watched my time, and I coaxed and asked her who it was that played the organ; for I 

knew that it was the organ and not the wind well enough, for all I had kept silence before 



James. But Dorothy had had her lesson, I'll warrant, and never a word could I get from 

her. So then I tried Bessy, though I had always held my head rather above her, as I was 

evened to James and Dorothy, and she was little better than their servant So she said I 

must never, never tell; and if ever told, I was never to say she had told me; but it was a 

very strange noise, and she had heard it many a time, but most of all on winter nights, and 

before storms; and folks did say it was the old lord playing on the great organ in the hall, 

just as he used to do when he was alive; but who the old lord was, or why he played, and 

why he played on stormy winter evenings in particular, she either could not or would not 

tell me. Well! I told you I had a brave heart; and I thought it was rather pleasant to have 

that grand music rolling about the house, let who would be the player; for now it rose 

above the great gusts of wind, and wailed and triumphed just like a living creature, and 

then it fell to a softness most complete, only it was always music, and tunes, so it was 

nonsense to call it the wind. I thought at first, that it might be Miss Furnivall who played, 

unknown to Bessy; but one day, when I was in the hall by myself, I opened the organ and 

peeped all about it and around it, as I had done to the organ in Crosthwaite Church once 

before, and I saw it was all broken and destroyed inside, though it looked so brave and 

fine; and then, though it was noon-day, my flesh began to creep a little, and I shut it up, 

and run away pretty quickly to my own bright nursery; and I did not like hearing the 

music for some time after that, any more than James and Dorothy did.  

 

 

6. Now let us look at how dramatic effect is created in this passage. ECG had a real sense of 

the dramatic and provides a clear visual image of the scene. How does ECG create the 

dramatic tension here? 

 

"I shall catch it," thought I to myself, as I went along the north gallery. "And yet," I thought, 

taking courage, "it was in their charge I left her; and it's they that's to blame for letting her 

steal away unknown and unwatched." So I went in boldly, and told my story. I told it all to 

Miss Furnivall, shouting it close to her ear; but when I came to the mention of the other little 

girl out in the snow, coaxing and tempting her out, and wiling her up to the grand and 

beautiful lady by the holly-tree, she threw her arms up--her old and withered arms--and cried 

aloud, "Oh! Heaven forgive! Have mercy!"… 

…  it grew dusk indoors, though it was still light in the open air, and I was thinking of taking 

her back into the nursery, when, all of a sudden, she cried out-- 

"Look, Hester! look! there is my poor little girl out in the snow!" 

I turned towards the long narrow windows, and there, sure enough, I saw a little girl, less than 

my Miss Rosamond--dressed all unfit to be out-of-doors such a bitter night--crying, and 

beating against the window panes, as if she wanted to be let in. She seemed to sob and wail, 

till Miss Rosamond could bear it no longer, and was flying to the door to open it, when, all of 

a sudden, and close upon us, the great organ pealed out so loud and thundering, it fairly made 

me tremble; and all the more, when I remembered me that, even in the stillness of that dead-

cold weather, I had heard no sound of little battering hands upon the window-glass, although 

the phantom child had seemed to put forth all its force; and, although I had seen it wail and 

cry, no faintest touch of sound had fallen upon my ears. Whether I remembered all this at the 

very moment, I do not know; the great organ sound had so stunned me into terror; but this I 

know, I caught up Miss Rosamond before she got the hall-door opened, and clutched her, and 



carried her away, kicking and screaming, into the large, bright kitchen, where Dorothy and 

Agnes were busy with their mince-pies. 

7. Why do you think Gaskell gives Dorothy a narrative, and in how is her narrative different 

from that of the nurse? 

8. What is the importance of music in this story? What do you make of the ideas in this 

passage? What is the role of the male music teacher? (Hopefully not modelled on Charles 

Hallé)  

 

The old lord was eaten up with pride. Such a proud man was never seen or heard of; and 

his daughters were like him. No one was good enough to wed them, although they had 

choice enough; for they were the great beauties of their day, as I had seen by their 

portraits, where they hung in the state drawing-room. But, as the old saying is, "Pride will 

have a fall;" and these two haughty beauties fell in love with the same man, and he no 

better than a foreign musician, whom their father had down from London to play music 

with him at the Manor House. For, above all things, next to his pride, the old lord loved 

music. He could play`on nearly every instrument that ever was heard of; and it was a 

strange thing it did not soften him; but he was a fierce, dour old man, and had broken his 

poor wife's heart with his cruelty, they said. He was mad after music, and would pay any 

money for it. So he got this foreigner to come; who made such beautiful music, that they 

said the very birds on the trees stopped their singing to listen. And, by degrees, this 

foreign gentleman got such a hold over the old lord, that nothing would serve him but that 

he must come every year; and it was he that had the great organ brought from Holland, 

and built up in the hall, where it stood now. He taught the old lord to play on it; but many 

and many a time, when Lord Furnivall was thinking of nothing but his fine organ, and his 

finer music, the dark foreigner was walking abroad in the woods, with one of the young 

ladies: now Miss Maude, and then Miss Grace. 

9. Gaskell uses many recurring themes in her novels and stories. What themes do we see in 

this story that recur in her longer works? 

10.  How successful do you feel this is as ghost story? Or , in fact, as short fiction? 


