Setting in The Woman in Black — Eel Marsh House.

When considering ah answer to this question there are three maih areas to
consider:

1) The geographicCal setting of Eel Marsh House in the country —i.e —inh the
north, on the Coast.

2) The area immediately surrounding the house and how this contributes to the
overall sense of [oheliness and isolation.

3) The house itself oh the island at the end of the Nine Lives Causeway.

Geographical setting.

e The house, as far as the reader Can tell, is somewhere ih the far horth-east
Of England, on the Coast. There is ho speCifiC |oCation provided by Hill in the
hovel.

e The sense of how far-Flung Crythin Gifford is begins in the Chapter entitled
“The Jourhey North’, when the reader discovers that Kipps has to Change
trains twice on the way —once at Crewe onh to a Smaller line, and again at
Homerby onto a ‘branch’ line —one that rah between provinCial towns and
Villages at the time.

e The reader Cah make the contrast between what Kipps has left behind him
in London and this very small place he is about to arrive at.

o Although Eel Marsh House itself is hot inh the Village of Crythin Gifford, the
reader piCks up on the reference to the Village being “inward looking”, and,
as Mr Bentley points out, “It’s a far-Flunhg part of the world, we dont get
many Visitors.”

e The sense Of isolation seems toO be onhe that the Villagers actively encourage —
the idea that outsiders aren’t that Common Or welcome adds to the overall
atmosphere Of |oneliness and isolation: “TAJe tuCk ourselves in with our backs
t0 the wind, and Carry on with our business.” Again, Mr Bentley forewarns
Kipps Of what sort Of place he is Visiting.

e These early descCriptions build up suspense and the idea that something very
wrong is afoot in Crythin and the surrounding area is hot hard to believe.

e (Jsing this technique of drip-feeding the reader with Small Shippets of
information, Hill Creates hot only a sehse Of isolation but an atmosphere of
mystery around Eel Marsh House.

2) The area surrounding Eel Marsh House.
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e [Most Of the descCription Of the surrounding area Comes in the Chapter
entitled ‘AcCross the Causeway’.

e This part Of the story is important beCause it reinforces everything that
the reader already suspects about the position of Eel Marsh House and
provides the reader With SpeCifiC detail to do with the isolatioh of the
place.

e The main literary techhiques used by Hill in this seCtion of the hove| are
contrast and pathetic fallacy.

e She particularly uses the Changing weather as ah important feature in her
nharrative. This is particularly realistiC for the geographicC Situation of the
house — oh ah estuary, Surrounded by marsh land that is Completely flat
and Offered no protection by trees.

e The house and surrounding area are completely at the mercy of the
elements and the weather systems would be constantly Changing due to
winds and its loCation hext to the sea.

e The realism Created in this section by Hill makes the superhatural
sections more believable as the story is by ho means far-fetChed or
fancCiful. This has the effeCt of drawing the reader in and making the
events that follow even more shocking.

o After the gloomy occasion of Mrs Drablow’s funeral, Kipps makes his way
aCross the Causeway to Eel Marsh House for the first time. The weather
plays ah important part in setting the tone Of this section Of writing:
“Today was all bright and clear, and there was a thin sun overall, though
the 1ight was pale how; the sKy having lost the bright biue of morning, to
become aimost sifver”

Colour is very obviously used for effecCt in this piece of descCription. The
setting of the house seems here to be bright ahd beautiful. The use of
silver to descCribe the sky makes the reader feel that the air is cold — this
is used again later in the desCription of the house and its surroundings. It
iS part Of the grey colour speCtrum — ohe that matches to what happens
at the house anhd Creates a sense of gloom.

The desCription of the sun as being “thin” suggests that the warmth that
it is giving is Very fragile and could easily be disturbed or damaged. This is
a reflection of the peacCe that Kipps is feeling — his happiness is a thin
veneer that at ahy moment will be shattered by the events that are to
uhfold. Tt also suggests that the beauty to be found in the hatural
surroundings is temporary and could be easily fractured by a storm.

e The area surrounding Eel Marsh House is very pale. Everything seems to
have had the colour drained from it in the same way as the Woman in
Black.
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o AJl Of the colours used in Hill's description are either cold or of the
blue/grey colour speCtrum — easily assoCiated with cold, death and the
supernatural.

e Much of the descCription of the lahd surrounding the house seems alien
t0 the average reader as it is desCribing ah area that is hot fouhd much in
England. The lahdsCape is very flat, without trees to break up the
horizonh and is very wet. It has |ots Of dykes and ditChes in amongst the
vegetation as well as the estuary. The [aCk of distinguishing features such
as trees make the horizon seem endless and it is difficult to distinguish
where the sky ends and the land begins. Tt is very like the landsCape of
Holland that is found in many DutCh paintings:

“The marshes seemed to stretch in every direction, as for as J could see,
and to merge without d bréak into the waters of the estuary, and the line
OF the horizon.”

e The sense of wonder at the hatural landsCape is one that is shared by the
reader and Kipps — it is @ journey of discovery into ah uhknown |ahdsCape.

o Kipps says of the experience:

“T would have travelled a thousand miles to see this. I had never imasined
such a place.”

The setting is meant to be extraordinary — somewhere that allows the
superhatural to flourish and seem almost ordinary. The lahdsCape makes
the reader feel that the places desCribed are quite beautiful and idyllic
but also the sort Of places that harbour seCrets and shy away from
communication with the rest of the world.

In fact, Hill Creates a setting for her story that fulfils the conventional
expectations of the gothiC horror story but mahipulates the setting so
the reader feels it is different from anything else they have read.

e The pale beauty of the surrounding marshes is juxtaposed hext the house
and the horror that occurs within it. The reader Cah see the contrast
between the two and is also aware that the boundaries between the
outside and inside worlds of the house are blurred when the sea fretts
come down, Closing off the outside world as surely as if a wall had been
built.

e The ‘Nine Lives Causeway cuts through the middle of the marshes,
providing the only access to Eel Marsh House. It is dependent on the
tides anhd sO Cah only be Crossed when the tide is out at Certain times of
the day. It is full of hidden dangers when the tide Comes ih or when one
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Of the sea frets comes down, making navigation impossible and veering
Off the Causeway into the marshes a real danger.

e The Causeway is hot just surrounded by marshland, but by sinking sand
that Will SUCK objects into oblivion, and if it is a living thing, it will be
drowned by the sand. Once something has become stuck in the sand
there is very little possibility Of it being pulled free.

e The Causeway is @ conduit for evil —the evil that is in the house travels
along the causeway to Crythin Gifford and the Causeway itself is the
home to mahy ghosts.

3) Eel Marsh House

e The house stands alone, a sighifiCant feature in the barren lahdsCape,
rising out of the marshes for all to see.

o Hill uses the house as a contrast to the earlier desCription of MonkK’s
Piece. At MonkK’s piece she paints a piCture Of a family home where
the atmosphere is peaceful and tranquil. Tt is separate from the
outside world but inh @ much less sinister way than Eel Marsh House.

e The name Eel Marsh House has been deliberately chosen by Hill to
reflect where the house is situated — in the middle of ah eel marsh —
anhd also to suggest something sinister ahd uninviting about the
|oCatioh generally. House names are usually positive or historiC —
perhaps this one is what the [0Cals Call the house.

e The reader first sees thou house through the eyes of Arthur Kipps — he
gives his own reactions to the first sighting of it. Susan Hill wants the
reader to share Kipp’s sense of astonishment at the |oCation of the
house.

e (Colour and imagery are again used ih the desCription to set the
atmosphere of this part of the story and make the reader feel uheasy
about the place even before anything has happened there.

o At first glanCe the house |00KS as if it is hot built on lahd but actually
rises up out of the marsh itself. Hill begins by making the house appear
odd and unhusual — unlike other houses. The fact that it is “rising out of
the water itself” Creates ah atmosphere of unreality which fits in with
what is to happen there later.

o Hill personifies the house through the use of the adjective “gaunt”,
whicCh if applied to a person would meanh that they were overly thin or
emaciated and bony. In terms of desCribing the house it indiCated that it
is desolate or especCially bleak. The use of this term reminds the reader of
the woman in black and they begin to make a Subconscious connhection
between the two. Ih the earlier desCriptioh of the womanh in the church
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the phrase “so pale ahd gaunt” is used to desCribe her. The repetition of
the word is deliberate ahd important.

e The house itself, just like its fFormer oCCupanht, seems to be drained of
any lifelike colour or warmth. The colours that dominate in this
desCription are: “grey, slate, steel and bleached.” Just like the womah the
house is drained of anything warm or life-like. Again there is a Clear link
made by Hill between the two things. She is making the house seem
sinister and cold, thereby setting the atmosphere for what is to happen
there later, ahd also providing a suitable setting for what has gonhe
before. The house is @ Variation Of the typiCal ‘gothic ghost house’, but
has been altered enough to make it fresh and interesting for the reader
because of its [ocation.

e The house is compared to a “lighthouse”, a “beacon” and a “martelllo
tower’-3 tower used for Coastal defence. This Comparison reinforces the
hotion Of the house rising up out of the marshes just as the towers
mentioned would rise up out Of the sea. The reader is also reminded that
the sea surrounding these towers is full of hidden and potentially fatal
dangers — rOoCKs- just as the area surrounding Eel Marsh House is also full
Of hidden danger — sinking sand. Ih addition to this the area surrounding
a lighthouse may have hidden wrecCks in just the same way that the marsh
hides the pony and trap. In her use of the comparison Hill reinforces the
idea of isolation, and the facCt that anyone living in such a place would be
Ccut Off from the rest of the world.

« In this chapter Hill builds up the tension she has started to Create. The
house interests and repels the reader; making them feel drawh towards it
because it is odd and strangely beautiful, but at the same time Sinister
and cold.

e The inclusion of the ruins of the old monastery adds a touch Of typical
gothic to the scene anhd reinforces the sinister hature of the place. It
also raises the questioh of who would Choose to live in a house built on
the site of ah ancient Church or Chapel, with the impliCations of history
all around.

e The area immediately Surrounding the house is impOortant in terms of
descCription and what it adds to the overall piCture Oof the house. There is
very little living in the area surrounding the house — ho gardens or
anything to make it more attraCtive Or Comfortable for the person living
there. Tt gives the atmosphere of being unCared for by the oCCupanht Or it
could indiCate that the ground is barren ahd hothing will grow there.

e Even the ruins of the old church are “fragmentary” —so incomplete and
decaying just like the house, the people and the marsh. It also indiCates

www.purplehobbit.co.uk Page 5



that previous oCCupants Of the house have hot bothered to maintain the
place and let it fall into decay. It pre-empts the decay that is to be found
within the house.

e The words used by Kipps to desCribe the house are “astonishing,
amazement, excitement and alarm”. These are the reactions that Hill has
used the desCriptioh t0 set up in the reader, SO the entry to the house is
d Shared experience and the sense Of trepidation that is felt by Kipps is
shared by the reader.
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