
                                                                         Gothic Novel 

  

The term ‘Gothic’ was originally referred to the ‘Goths’, an early Germanic tribe. It later 

came to signify “germanic” and then medieval. Gothic novel is a genre or mode of narrative, which 

contains the elements of fiction, horror, death and romance. It was inaugurated by Horace Walpole 

with his novel The Castle of Otranto: A Gothic Story (1764), which is set in the Middle Ages. This 

genre was further developed by Clara Reeve, Ann Radcliffe, William Thomas Beckford and 

Matthew Lewis. Very much related with Gothic novel is Gothic architecture which denotes the 

medieval form of architecture, characterized by the use of the high pointed arch and vault, flying 

buttresses, and intricate recesses, which spread through Western Europe between the twelfth and 

sixteenth centuries. 

A gothic novel is characterized by the tales of mystery and horror intended to chill the 

spine and curdle the blood. Containing a strong element of the supernatural, a gothic novel is 

situated in wild and desolate landscapes, haunted castles, dark forests, ruined abbeys, feudal halls 

and medieval castles with dungeons, secret passages and torture chambers. There is a presence of 

monstrous apparitions and curses and the atmosphere is full of doom and gloom. Heroes and 

heroines remain in the direst of imaginable straits, wicked tyrants, malevolent witches, demonic 

powers of unspeakably hideous aspect. The plot of such novel is often set in Medieval period and 

the locale is often a gloomy castle furnished with dungeons. 

Horace Walpole (1717-1797), an English art historian, man of letters, antiquarian and Whig 

politician, is popular for his novel entitled The Castle of Otranto (1764), the first Gothic novel in 

English. The novel mixes Medievalism and terror. It deals with the story of Manfred, lord of the 

Castle and his family. According to Ronald Carter and John McRae, “Passion, grief and terror are 

the mainstays of the plot.” It exerted a great influence on the modern-day gothic books, films, art 

and music.  

Clara Reeve (1729-1807) wrote The Old English Baron (1777), a literary offspring of the 

novel The Castle of Otranto (1764). It deals with the adventures of Sir Philip Harclay. Ann 

Radcliffe’s (1764-1823) novels- The Castle of Athlin and Dunbyne (1789), A Sicilian Romance 

(1790), The Romance of the Forest (1791), The Mysteries of Udolpho: A Gothic Romance (1794), 

The Italian (1797) and Gaston de Blondeville (1826, published posthumously) were decorous in 



their exhibitions of refined sensibility and of virtue in distress. The Mysteries of Udolpho, in four 

volumes, tells the story of Emily St. Aubert. The novel is replete with physical and psychological 

terror. 

William Thomas Beckford (1760-1844), an English novelist, wrote the novel Vathek 

(1786). Originally written in French and later translated by Samuel Henley, it is the story of Caliph 

Vathek, who renounces Islam and engages with his mother, Carathis, in a series of licentious and 

deplorable activities to get supernatural powers.  Its setting is both Medieval and Oriental and the 

subject is both erotic and sadistic. Matthew Gregory Lewis’s (1775-1818) popularity rests on his 

only novel The Monk: A Romance (1796). A male gothic, it deals with important issues and 

contains moments of impressive psychological insight. It is a morality tale that talks about a man’s 

fall from grace through greed, pride and lust. It has themes of erotic obsession and corrupting 

influence of power. 

 In 19th century, there were many novelists who brought the elements of Gothic novel in 

their works. Examples include Frankenstein (1818) by Mary Shelley, Dracula by Bram Stoker 

Villette (1853) by Charlotte Bronte, Bleak House (1853), and Great Expectations (1861) by 

Charles Dickens, etc. Some other novelists who wrote novels having the elements of gothic novel 

are G. P. R. James (1799-1860), Bulwer Lytton (1803-732), William Harrison Ainsworth (1805-

82) G. W. M. Reynolds (1814-79), etc.    

 To sum up, according to the Oxford Companion to English Literature, “the critical fortunes 

of Gothic writing since Walpole’s time have swung intermittently between derision of its clichés 

and enthusiasm for its atmospheric, psychologically suggestive power.” 
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