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INTRODUCTION 

 Heralded by Horace Walpole, with his 1764 novel The Castle of Otranto, subtitled "A 

Gothic Story", gothic fiction serving as an extension of the Romantic Literary 

movement, tends to place emphasis on both emotion and a pleasurable kind of 

terror. Following Walpole, it was further developed by Clara Reeve, Ann Radcliffe, 

William Thomas Beckford and Matthew Lewis. The genre had much success in the 

19th century, as witnessed in prose by Mary Shelley's Frankenstein and the works 

of Edgar Allan Poe as well as Charles Dickens with his novella, A Christmas Carol, 

and in poetry in the work of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Lord Byron. Another well 

known novel in this genre, dating from the late Victorian era, is Bram Stoker's 

Dracula. 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF GOTHIC NOVEL 
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 1. Mystery and Fear 

 One of the crucial components of a captivating Gothic story evokes feelings of suspense and fear. Many 

Gothic works contain scenes, events and objects such as burials, flickering candles, evil potions, and other 

frightful concepts. It is clearly seen in Ann Radcliffe’s 1794 novel, The Mysteries of Udolpho.  

 2. Omens and Curses 

 Often, tragedies are preceded by bad luck, intended to derail the lives of main characters. For example, an 

object might fall and break or a shadowy figure might be lurking in the dark. Edgar Allan Poe uses this 

element in his short story, “The Black Cat,” published in 1843.  

 3. Atmosphere and Setting 

 Gothic novelists often use settings like dark forests, unnerving mountain regions, ominous climatic 

conditions, and threatening storms. Castles, romanticized in the Medieval period, played a large role in early 

Gothic writings. For example, Gothic writer Mary Shelley set her scenes amid creepy locations such as 

graveyards, gloomy castles in  her 1818 novel Frankenstein. 
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 4. Supernatural and Paranormal Activity 

 Much of Gothic literature’s allure comes from the genre’s suggestion of supernatural or inexplicable 

events, such as inanimate objects coming to life, ghosts, spirits, and vampires like that of Bram 

Stoker’s 1897 Gothic fantasy, Dracula. 

 5. Romance 

 Many Gothic novels are plagued by a passionate romance that often leads to sorrow and tragedy. 

They even provided an outlet for exploration of sexuality, as seen in Edgar Allan Poe’s 1849 poem, 

“Annabel Lee.” 

 6. Villain 

 In traditional Gothic novels, villains took the form of autocratic, male characters, often in authoritative 

positions like that of priests or kings. They’re complex, and initially sympathetic as to fool the reader 

of their deceptive nature. Villains like Dracula and Mr. Hyde from Robert Louis Stevenson’s, The 

Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde are examples of complex, villainous characters. 
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 7. Emotional Distress 

 Often, Gothic writers use melodrama or “high emotion” to convey a thought. This exaggerated, 

impassioned language helps convey the panic and terror inherent in many characters. Themes of 

madness and emotional distress were seen in many of the 20th century Gothic novels . 

 8. Anti-hero 

 More often than not, the protagonist takes the form of the anti-hero, a flawed protagonist with 

monstrous elements popularized by this genre of writing. Originally, protagonists were males as well, 

but as the feminist movement emerged, English novelists like Clara Reeve began introducing female 

protagonists into their works. Classic protagonist examples include Cathy and Heathcliff from Emily 

Bronte’s Wuthering Heights, and Dorian Gray from Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray. 
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 9.  Damsel in Distress 

 Gothic works often include a woman who suffers at the expense of a villain. They 

carry feelings of sadness, oppression, and loneliness, and many were depicted as 

virginal in early Gothic pieces. The damsel’s character is often held captive in a 

castle, terrorized by a nobleman, and rendered powerless. This brooding woman 

appealed to the readers’ pathos, particularly with the example of Horace Walpole’s 

character Matilda, whose unwavering loyalty to her father ultimately makes her weak 

and powerless. 
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MAJOR  GOTHIC  NOVELS 
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 1. The Castle of Otranto – Horace Walpole, 1764 

 Generally regarded as the very first gothic novel to be published, The Castle of Otranto has everything 

that one would expect to see in a gothic novel: the hero, the villain, the distressed virgin, and 

accidental and murderous death, all set across the backdrop of an eerie castle. 

 The protagonist, Lord Manfred, is driven by his insatiable greed, which sets into motion a tragic tale of 

mysticism and eeriness. After his son dies, Manfred seeks to marry his betrothed, Isabella, in an 

attempt to produce another male heir and avert an ancient prophecy. 

 2. The Mysteries of Udolpho – Ann Radcliffe, 1794 

 Ann Radcliffe’s fourth, and most popular, novel features all the usual gothic suspects, including the 

maiden in distress, an ominous old castle, and plenty of untimely deaths. The story’s protagonist, 

Emily St. Aubert, is an orphan who becomes entrapped by her uncle after the death of her father. Not 

only is she denied her the inheritance that she is owed, but strange and supernatural things begin to 

happen, and she is left to investigate these mysterious happenings from within the castle. 
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 3. The Monk; A Romance – Matthew Gregory Lewis, 1796 

 It is one of the earliest continental gothic novels. It takes place in Madrid, Spain, and explores 

the archetypical tale of evil and weak clergymen. The Monk is an archetypal devil-in-disguise 

tale, in which Evil persuades an upstanding Spanish monk, named Ambrosio, to rape and 

murder a woman who is later revealed to be his sister.  

 4. Frankenstein – Mary Shelley, 1818 

 Considered by many to be the first science fiction novel, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein also has 

many of the elements of a classic gothic novel too. The fantastical aspects of the tale are 

rooted in science; yet Frankenstein also features the terror, power, romance, isolation, murder, 

death, and good versus evil which make it a classic work of gothic literature. The story centres 

on Viktor Frankenstein and his scientific experimentation that resulted in the creation of life 

from inanimate flesh.  
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 5.The Fall of the House of Usher – Edgar Allan Poe, 1839 

 The Fall of the House of Usher is one of many short stories penned by Poe, who was one of the 

first writers to bring psychological madness to the gothic genre. The story begins as the 

unnamed narrator arrives at the home of his friend, Roderick Usher, after receiving a letter 

detailing an illness he was suffering from, and asking for the narrator’s help. 

 6. The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde – Robert Louis Stevenson, 1886 

 Robert Louis Stevenson was a Scottish author who penned this classic gothic novella whilst 

under the influence of cocaine. The story tells of a physician named Dr Henry Jekyll who 

transforms into a psychopathic monster, named Mr Hyde, after ingesting a drug which was 

intended to separate the good from the evil in a personality. 
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 7. Dracula – Bram Stoker, 1897 

 Widely considered to be the godfather of all vampire novels, Bram Stoker’s 

Dracula spawned a whole genre of books, films, and television shows. The 

story of Dracula focuses less on Count Dracula, himself, and more on the 

hunt for him. 
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CONCLUSION 

 However, in contemporary times, Gothic literature has been 

replaced by ghost and horror stories, detective fiction, 

suspense and thriller novels, and other contemporary forms 

that emphasize mystery, shock, and sensation. While each of 

these types is (at least loosely) indebted to Gothic fiction, the 

Gothic genre was also appropriated and reworked by novelists 

and poets who, on the whole, cannot be strictly classified as 

Gothic writers. 
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