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Introduction:
Death’s Own Backyard

The Nature of Modern Gothic and Horror
Fiction

CLIVE BLOOM

Bram Stoker’s Dracula celebrated its centenary in 1997. One of the
greatest horror tales ever told and, more importantly, one of the
most significant pieces of literature ever written, the book has never
been out of print since its first publication and it initiated a ‘vampire’
industry that spans film, radio, television, books, comics and
merchandise - no fancy dress party would be complete without its
‘Dracula’.

The genre within which Stoker wrote was already one hundred
years old in 1897 and Stoker’s literary style as well as much of his
book’s content represent a revisiting of the old gothic that had given
way to a more contemporary attitude toward the fiction of the weird
and supernatural by the middle nineteenth century. Dracula is both
a synthesis and a nostalgic revival of gothic themes.

When this is considered it becomes clear that the term ‘gothic’
covers formal problems of style, and content, as well as a history of
popular reading, all of which have evolved across two centuries.
Horace Walpole’s Castle of Otranto (the first gothic novel) bears as
little or as much relationship to Edgar Allan Poe’s tales as they do to
Clive Barker’s Books of Blood. Although the term ‘gothic genre’
may be singular its incarnations are diverse and often retain only the
slightest genuflection toward an original ‘core’ or formal set of
generic properties. Furthermore the nature of the gothic or fo



2 Introduction

disparate that it can include (because of formal similarities) works of
fiction that contain neither supernatural nor horror elements but
which do contain similar attitudes to setting, atmosphere or style.
Meanwhile, horror stories have moved away from the trappings of
gothicism, and settings, atmosphere and style are dictated by
contemporary events, psychology and social realism. Gothicism is,
moreover, so versatile that it can be superadded to otherwise
oppositional characteristics, hence, since the 1980s, Batman comics
and films have invented a neo- or retro-gothic amongst the art deco
of New York’s skyscrapers, making these the equivalent of the
crumbling castles and monastic ruins of old.

Other genres owe much to gothic concerns and neither detective
fiction nor science fiction can be separated in their origins from such
an association. Originating as one of the novel’s major forms in the
late eighteenth century and marking out much of popular
fiction’s imaginative territory, the gothic is the genre against which
critics attempted to separate serious fiction from such popular
entertainment and escapism. Gothicism may be viewed (without
much exaggeration) as one pole of the fictional imagination the
other of which (seen as its opposite, but actually on a continuum of
effects) is the domestic or contemporary fiction of (often middle-
class) sensibility. The continuum that links the gothic to the
‘domestic novel’ is marked by the fact that however arcane or
historic the gothic setting it is always linked to the desire of
-contemporary readers. At once escapist and conformist, the gothic
speaks to the dark side of domestic fiction: erotic, violent, perverse,
bizarre and obsessionally connected with contemporary fears. It
could hardly be otherwise and the debate over gothic’s power to be
subversive or conservative by turns is testimony to its immediacy as
well as to its archaic (or ‘eternal’) elements.

Horror is the usual but not necessarily the main ingredient of
gothic fiction and most popular gothic fiction is determined in its
plotting by the need for horror and sensation. It was gothicism, with
its formality, codification, ritualistic elements and artifice (its very
origins as an aesthetic outlook and literary condition first and fore-
most), that transformed the old folk tale of terror into the modern
horror story. This link between horror and gothic was neither a
necessary nor a permanent condition and by the time of Edgar Allan
Poe the two were capable of separate existence. It is with Poe that the
old ‘German’ gothic is finally brought into a contemporary setting
and it is with his work that this anthology begins. Poe’s “The Fall of
the House of Usher first appeared in Burton’s Gentleman’s
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Magazine in September 1839 and subsequently in 1840 and 1845. It
marks a decisive break between the gothic of Otranto and the later
psychological horror of the late nineteenth century but it also marks
the appearance of a self-conscious aestheticism allied to, but different
from, the popular tale of horror. For Poe it is perversity that marks
horror just as peculiarity is the mark of art and both confront
common sense, decency and normal moral codes. No longer does the
external world threaten as much as the internal, and within thatxthe
ineffable demands of the will.

‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ is probably the most interpreted
short story ever written, its ambiguities endlessly fascinating.
Whatever might be said about the tale’s significance it is clear that
Poe combined physical horror (entombment and reincarnation; a
collapsing house surrounded by a moat) with horror more closely
associated with the mind (Usher’s hypochondria and hysteria and
Madeline’s catatonia): horror has as its sources both traditional
gothic and medical conditions garnered from a contemporary
popular encyclopaedia. Moreover, the dual focus sustains an
aesthetic battle between the old- and new-style ‘gothic’. If Usher’s
delight is in the old gothic of lost religion and the dénouement is
brought about through the echoing of the ‘German’ tale ‘The Mad
Trist’, nowhere does either impinge on the reasons for the horror -
both supply mere atmosphere. Indeed, it is clear that the events that
parallel the reading of “The Mad Trist’ are correlated physically to
its recitation — a mere coincidence or irony on Usher’s part. As
Madeline returns from the tomb, it is also clear she is not dead, nor
the dragon told of in the old tale. The medieval and modern coalesce
leaving the old-style gothic behind as mere pastiche. The new gothic
is the horror of the mind isolated with itself.

Oppressed, as I certainly was, upon the occurrence of this second
and most extraordinary coincidence, by a thousand conflicting
sensations, in which wonder and extreme terror were pre-
dominant, I still retained sufficient presence of mind to avoid
exciting, by any observation, the sensitive nervousness of my
companion. I was by no means certain that he had noticed the
sounds in question; although, assuredly, a strange alteration had,
during the last few minutes, taken place in his demeanour. From a
position fronting my own, he had gradually brought round his
chair, so as to sit with his face to the door of the chamber; and this
I could but partially perceive his features, although I saw that his
lips trembled as if he were murmering inaudibly. His head had



