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Introduction

The Gothic literature that flourished in the late 18th century,
not unlike its wandering ghosts and monsters, had been stalking the
periphery of literary history until ti’lC late 20th century. Despite sporadic
publications and research efforts, Gothic studies did not become full-
fledged scholarship till then. The 19805 saw a flourish of Gothic
bibliographies, story collections and criticisms shedding new light
on this wilfully interred and self-consciously dark genre. Drawing on
classical studies in the early half of the century, including J. Tompkins’s
The Popular Novel in England, 1770-1800 and Montague Summers’s The
Gothic Quest: A History of the Gothic Novel, critics tried to-approach
this ‘disreputably fascinating genre from various angles, especially
through the inspiring lens of contemporary literary theories.' Prompted
by the ascension of cultural and neo-historical studies.in the theoretical
environment of the 1980s, Gothic criticism tended to take a closer
interest in the cultural aspect of Gothic fiction as a distinct historical
phenomenon. One problem that figures large in many of these studies,
and also that guides my own interest through all the readings on Gothic
literature, is why there was such an explosion of Gothic at that particular
time of history, the threshold moment of an industrialized modern society
for Britain. Also, to take one step further, why has the Gothic form of
terror haunted the “Anglo-European-American™ world in particular in the
last two hundred years, as Gothic conventions, smartly transfigured, updated

! For an introduction to and comments on major Gothic criticism in the first half of the 20th century,
see the first chapter “Introductory: Dimensions, of Gothic” in David Punter, The Literature of Terror:
The Gothic Tradition (Harlow: Longman Group, 1996), and for a brief review of Gothic scholarship
in the 1980s and 1990s, see the “Appendix on Criticism” of this book. )

? Jerrold E. Hogle uses the term “Anglo-European-American Gothic” to refer to the scope of Gothic
literature as a literary phenomenon which is not merely English, but encompassing the Western
Christian world. This consciousness to situate English Gothic fiction in the larger religio-cultural
context has triggered new scholarship about French and German Gothic literature and Gothic
literature from the former Western colonies. See Jerrold E. Hogle, ed., Cambridge Companion to
Gothic Ficiton (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 5.
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Ideology of Gothic Aesthetics: A Reading of Four Gothic Novels

and innovated, keep returning in “high” literature, best-sellers, theatres, films
and computer games of different periods? In order to approach these problems,
I would first begin with a general account of the historical flourish of Gothic
novels from the 1790s to 1820s, and the interpretations of this literary

phenomenon by major critics.

I. The Term ““Gothic”

The first thing to specify about Gothic novels is the term “Gothic”. It is a
research-based consensus that “Gothic novel” is a title imposed retrospectively,

»l

“a twentieth-century coinage”". The type of readings we call Gothic now was
variously referred to in their contemporary world as “historical”, “romance”,
or “sentimental”. As E. J. Clery observes, the only major novels that used the
label “Gothic” on-themselves are Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto: A
Gothic Story, and Clara Reeve’s The Old English Baron: A Gothic Story.> The
word “gothic”; however, was a frequently used and ideologically overcharged
term in the 18th-century vocabulary. Its semantic complexity and multiple
implications may account for the categorizing of a whole variety of novels
under the same name of “Gothic”, and the ambiguous ideological commitment
of those Gothic novels.

First, in the context of 18th-century Enlightenment, “Gothic” generally
referred to the “superstitious”, “barbarous”, and “benighted” medieval age,
stretching from the fall of Western Roman Empire in the 5th century, up to the
Renaissance. The “Goth”s were those barbarous Germanic tribes who invaded
Rome and ruined the great classical culture. For Britain in particular, “Gothic”
denoted its Catholic past before religious Reformation and the country’s turn
to Protestantism.’ With the heated atmosphere of Protestant nationalism in the
18th century, the word “Gothic” then signified the old, decayed, dark medieval
past, contrary to both the Golden Age of ancient Greece and Rome, and the
illuminated, rational British Augustan present. It is the antithesis to both the

'E. J. Clery, “The Genesis of ‘Gothic’ Fiction”, in J. E. Hogle, ed., Cambridge Companion to Gothic
Fiction, 21. .

? Ibid.

*Seen.2 onp.l.
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ancient and the modern, the classic and the neoclassic. Therefore, for those
radical Enlightenment thinkers like Mary Wollstonecraft, “Gothic” is the
byword for feudal servility, aristocratic decadence and superstitious religion
of the past. In A Vindication of the Rights of Men, for instance, Wollstonecraft
relentlessly ridicules the “Gothic affability” advertised by Edmund Burke
in his Reflections.on the Revolution in France. Burke is caricatured as
a recalcitrant conservative who sees his interest being threatened by the
Revolution, and therefore retrograde to the distant Gothic past in search of an
ideal social value that prefers “the condescension of a Baron” to “the civility
of a liberal man™'. Indeed, for those anti-Revolutionaries like Burke, who are
skeptical of the “rosy” prospect of an enlightened modern world and nostalgic
for a supposedly more harmonious past, Gothic manners and chivalric codes
offer an alternative system of social values and.practices. In their appropriation
of the word, Gothic represents the essence of a reverend tradition.”

The political repertoire of the term “Gothic” was also tapped in another
way. Owing to an etyrhological confusion between Goths and Jutes, “Gothic”,
to the. 18th-century contemporaries, was sometimes synonymous with the
Anglo-Saxon ancestry of Britain. With the soaring nationalism and- anti-
Catholicism in the post-Glorious Revolution Britain, “Gothic” was upheld as
a primordial Anglo-Saxon tradition of civil liberty and democracy, as against
the despotism and tyranny of the corrupted continent. Englishmen particularly
prided themselves on the ancient “Gothic constitution” and witenagemot
(ancient Saxon parliament), and their invention of jury system in matters of
justice, to fabricate a reverend native tradition of freedom and democracy.’ In
this sense, “Gothic” served the loyalist/conservative purpose of reconstructing

! Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Men & A Vindication of the Rights of Woman
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 16.

? When Edmund Burke, in his highly controversial Reflections on the Revolution in France, draws on
chivalric code and its implied paradox of “proud submission” to authority to mourn the murder of
French Queen by the mob during the French Revolution, his “reactionary” argument is vehemently
retorted by radicals like Mary Wollstonecraft and Thomas Christie as a politically atavistic defense of
*Gothic” idolatry and servility. For a brief view of these Pro- and Counter-Revolution debates, see E. J.
Clery and Robert Miles, eds., Gothic Documents: A Sourcebook, 1700-1820 (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 2000), 228-235, 236-245.

3 Maggie Kilgour, The Rise of the Gothic Novel (London: Routledge, 1995), 14.
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a heroic national past and a distinct British ideal of civil liberty which
transcended, and offered an alternative to, the violent revolutions going on in
France. “Gothic”, when used in this way, was part of the conservative agenda
to hedge against the infection of continental revolution. This Gothic/Saxon
freedom, however, was also a ready weapon for those advocates of social
revolution and radical reform. The “beautiful system” of Saxon parliament,
Gothic mechanisms of public debate and popular vote were not only superior
to their ancient coevals, but also & possible source of inspimﬁon for the urgent
demand of parliamentary reform and social equality of 18th-century British
society.'

Therefore, politically and ideologically, the word “Gothic” carried
both positive and derogatory connotations in 18th-century Britain, and was
readily exploited by conservatives and radicals alike. The semantic field of
this word is rather, as Maggie Kilgour terms it, “the territory for a political
battle™. It is less a fixed reference than a convenient palimpsest for repeated
ideological writing and rewriting.

Another dimension of the rheaning of “Gothic”, however, is apparently
free of politics, namely, Gothic as a revived aesthetic taste. The 18th century
witnessed a Gothic revival, first as a vogue in architecture and gardening, then
as an extended taste in literature and art. Lord Kames, for instance, partly
justified his penchant for the ruined castle of the Middle Ages by arguing that
ruins were more appropriate to be Gothic than Grecian, because the debilitated
traces of a barbarous past could best testify the “triumph of time”, and glorify
the progress of a modern world with superior reason and order.’ Though
filled with neoclassical and enlightened complacency, these remarks were
evidence of a more tolerant attitude or even veiled endorsement of “Gothic”
in the latter half of the 18th century, when the irregular “Gothic” style in
architecture and gardening had made considerable headway through the

! See an excerpt from “Demophilius”, The Genuine Principle of the Ancient Saxons, or English
Constitution (1776), and “Report of the Committee of the Revolution Society” (1789) in Gothic
Documents, 223-227. Both pieces reflect 18th-century appropriation of Gothxc/Saxon political and
social structure to address contemporary political issues.

2 Kilgour, The Rise of the Gothic Novel, 14.

? Fred Botting, Gothic (New York: Routledge, 1996), 31.
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connoisseurship of fashionable society. The first important defender of Gothic
taste in literature is Richard Hurd. In his Letters on Chivalry and Romance, he
relativized the rigid single standard imposed on Gothic: “When an archltect
examines a Gothic structure by Grecian rules, he finds nothmg but deformlty
But the Gothic architecture has its own rules [...] ! He hailed Edmund
Spencer’s Faerie Queené as an example of Gothic poem with its own singular
beauty but which was often falsely denounced by the misapplied norms of
neoclassicism. Hurd regarded Gothic as the champion of poetic 1mag1nat10n

and fancy, just as classical and neoclassical arts are the stronghold of reason.
He rued the gradual eviction of fancy and inspiration from literature by the
dommeermg reign of modern reason in the 17th and 18th centuries. What we
got from this reasonable revolution, he sneered was “a great deal of good
sense”, but what we lost was “a world of fine fabling” and the real charm’ of
poetry.” Thomas Warton, then, in The History of English Poetry, reinforced
Hurd’s view, seeing the marvelous,‘spectacular and supernatural fantasies of
Gothic, both in their subject matters of feudal customs and manners, and in
their chivalric spirit and romantic devotion, as specialiy congenial to poetry.’
Actually, beginning with the middle 18th century, thére was a trend set by
such “visionary” poets as William Collins, Thomas and Joseph Warton, of
redifecting poetic taste from the “French School” of correctness, witticism
and didaaticism, which was exemplified in Pope and Johnson, to creative
imagination and inspiration." This change in aesthetic theory, Symptomatic of
the late 18th-century satiation of neoclassical “good sense”, plain facts and
insipid restraint, partly prefigured the end-of-century Gothic explos1on While
seen in this context, “Gothic” then constitutes the ﬂamboyant oppos1te to

lltcrary and aesthetic neoclassicism.

! For selections from Richard Hurd’s Lerters on Chivalry and Romance, see Oliver F. Sigworth, ed.,
Criticism and Aesthetics, 1660-1800 (San Francisco: Rinehart Press, 1971), 376-384.

2 Sigworth, Criticism and Aesthetics, 1660-1800, 383.

3 Clery and Miles, Gothic Documents, 78.

* David Fairer and Christine Gerrard, eds., Eighteenth-Century Poetry: An Annotated Anthology
(Malden: Blackwell, 1999). From the middle of the 18th century, poets like Collins and the Warton
brothers began to re-evaluate the poetry of Pope and Johnson, and reconstruct a “true” line of native
English poetry from Chaucer, Spencer to Shakespeare and Milton.
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I1. The Origins of Gothic Fiction

The flourish of Gothic fiction in the 1790s, ‘sud‘den and strange as
it.‘seems, did not come out of nowhere. The influence of national literary
ancestors like Spencer, Shakespeare and Milton is indubitablj} present in the
first wa\./eb'f Gothic fictions. The weird sisters in Macbeth, the ghost king in
Hamlet, the macabre death in the tomb in Romeo and Juliet, the scary vision
of the tent scene in Richard III, the sublimity of Satan in Paradise Lost, and
the émploymént of the supernatural and fantastic in these writers’ works, all
these figure large in the latter-day terror literature. E. J. Clery mentions the fact
that “the cult of Immortal Bard” (Shakespeare) was gathermg considerable
momentum with the inflated sense of national pride and popular francophobia
during the Seven Years’ War with Fra:ice (1756-1763), when the French poet
Voltaire denigrated English dramatlc tradition.’ Actually not only Shakespeare,
but the fanciful literature of Elizabethan age as a whole was considered By
Richard Hurd as the best in English literary history (obviously implying the
inferiority of post-Resthation literature of “good sense”), since it was poised
between the ancient and modern, and had “not yet been controlled by the
prosaic genius of philosophy and logic”?. David Punter, in his The Literature
of Terror, dedicates a whole chapter to detaiiing the various origins of Gothic
fiction. According td_ Punter, as a gesture to release the much repressed passion
in an age of suffoca;ting reason, the sentimental turn of novel writing in the
latter half of the century signified a re-embracing of real human emotions, and
a “moving back towards the notion of psychological depth which the bland

»* Sentimentalism,

superficialities of the Enlightenment had tried to obliterate
exemplified in the 'la.chrymose novels of Henry Mackenzie’s Man of Feeling
or Laurence Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey, prepared for the sadomasochist
indulgence in fear and tear, and the frequent display of emotional extremes in

later Gothic fiction.

! Clery, “The Genesis of ‘Gothic’ Fiction”, in J. E. Hogle, ed., Cambridge Companion to Gothic
Fiction, 30.

% Sigworth, Criticism and Aestheucs 1660-1800, 374.

* Punter, The Literature of Terror, 21.
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sConcomitant with this distaste for literary realism, a new trend of
antiquarianism challenged the Augustan adherence to Greco-Roman classics.
Favourable attentions were either turned to the Middle:Ages, “Gothic”
manners, castles, romances of knights-errant, just as Richard Hurd ‘had
done, or to anything that was native, primitive and not accommodated by
neoclassicist tradition, as the interest shown in Thomas Percy’s Reliques of
Ancient English Poetry, John Carter’s Specimens of Ancient Sculpture and
Painting, and also, the famous fake “Ossian” poems.' The fashion of Gothic
Revival in architecture led to Horace Walpolé’s foppish experiment of his
Strawberry castle, a deliberate, studied “medieval” ruin. And the bourgeoning
taste for the simplicity of primitive culture may account for the frequently
interpolated ballads and folktales in Gothic fiction. This penchant for the
ancient also anticipated the Gothic convention of situating its story in a
distanced and therefore fantasy-prone past.

The deviation of aesthetic taste from rigid adherence to neoclassical
principles engendered a radically new species of poetry, the “Graveyard
School”. Famous pieces like Edward Young’s Night Thoughts, Robert Blair’s
The Grave, and James Hervey’s Meditations among the Tombs ushered into
poetry an unmitigated obsession with death, melancholy, darkness, mortality
and fear.” In these poems, fear or horror frequently becomes the object of
the poet’s passionate apostrophe. He either courts Fear, personified as a
patron god of’elevated poetry, for the emotional intensity and poetic vision it
induces, or flirts with “sweet death” for a momentary transcendence ‘of earthly
cares,.or haunts the haunted graveyard for a masochist pleasure in brooding
over human mortality. The poet’s obsession with death and terror produces
a rugged, morbid and uncomfortable beauty, which graduatly becomes the
vogue. This new aesthetics is-best rendered by Edmund Burke as.the sublime
against the beautiful. To the Gothic writings of the 1790s, the influence of
Burke’s A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime

1 )
Punter, 27. ey

? For readings of Gothic-related poetry, see “Odes and the Taste for Terror”, in Gothic Documents,
136-163.



