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The Red Room, by H.G. Wells

In A Nutshell
English author H.G. (that’s Herbert George) Wells is often called "the father of science 

fiction" (a title he shares with Jules Verne). As you'll soon see, there's a good reason for giving 

Wells this lofty title. Martian invasions of planet earth? That would be Wells’s idea – you 

might have seen it played out on the big screen in The War of the Worlds (based on Wells’s 

book of the same name). Time machines that travel back into the past or far into the future? 

Also Wells’s idea, which he put to fabulous use in The Time Machine. And besides those two 

books, Wells wrote several other often-imitated classics of sci-fi, including The Island of Dr. 

Moreau and The Invisible Man, just to name a few. You might have heard of his numerous 

lesser-known novels and short stories as well. 

 

In "The Red Room," an 1894 short story that ranks among his most popular, Wells took a 

break from sci-fi to foray into a genre already very popular in his day: the Gothic horror story. 

As he often did, Wells came up with a premise that influenced many later works of fiction, 

pulp fiction, and pop culture: a guy decides to spend the night in a haunted room to prove it’s 

not haunted. All of the staples and stereotypes of the genre are here. We have an abandoned 

mansion with a tragic history, creepy people uttering dire warnings, a big, dark, and 

foreboding room lit by candlelight that casts lifelike shadows, and even some literal "bumps in 

the night." If you want a scary story to tell in the dark, with all the Gothic bells and whistles, 

"The Red Room" would be a good pick. 

http://www.shmoop.com/intro/literature/h-g-wells/the-red-room.html
http://www.shmoop.com
http://www.shmoop.com
http://www.shmoop.com/teachers/
http://www.shmoop.com/literature/
http://www.shmoop.com/history/
http://www.shmoop.com/poetry/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/us/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/us/
http://www.shmoop.com
http://www.shmoop.com/intro/literature/h-g-wells/the-red-room.html


Visit Shmoop for full coverage of The Red Room

Shmoop: study guides and teaching resources for literature, US history, and poetry

Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 3.0
This document may be modified and republished for noncommercial use only. 
You must attribute Shmoop and link to http://www.shmoop.com. 2

But this isn’t your average piece of vintage Victorian horror. Though Wells uses the trappings

of a ghost story, "The Red Room" is much less about ghosts than about human psychology.

Wells himself had a pronounced skepticism about anything "supernatural." In many ways, he

was like the narrator of this story. He’s not the type of guy to take any Gothic ghost stories

seriously, and to some extent, you might even read "The Red Room" as a demolition job on

the genre (or perhaps a satire). Wells does take one thing very seriously in the story, though:

the great power of fear to overwhelm human reason and self-control, no matter how resolute it

might be. As the story’s famous ending suggests, fear can haunt the human soul without the

aid of any ghost.
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Big Picture Study Questions

1 How would you explain what happens to the narrator in the red room? Do you think a

ghost is responsible? If so, why? If not, what is it?

2 Do you think it makes sense to say the red room is haunted? (This may depend on your

answer to the first question.) Do you buy the idea that it can still be haunted even if there ’s

no ghost?

3 Is the narrator ’s descent into panic believable?
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