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ABSTRACT

Gothic Fiction: David S. Miall

The Gothic genre is introduced in relation to its historical appearance, and the meaning of "Gothic" in terms of architecture and an interest in psychology.  The main novels are then classified provisionally as either conservative or radical Gothic.  Walpole's novel is a reaction to the Enlightenment, but his investment in patriarchal principles is undermined by his treatment of the Gothic villain and by his development of the sublime towards the female in contrast to Burke.  Freud's "uncanny" is related to Gothic plots involving the uncovering of family secrets.  Radcliffe's relation to the conservative Gothic is debated in terms of her allusion to Rousseau and her treatment of sensibility, as well as her introduction of the concepts of terror and horror.  As an example of the Female Gothic, she is also contrasted with the Male Gothic of Lewis.  Austen's Northanger Abbey is seen as an assertion of middle class "realism" which is questioned by the radical Gothic.  The theme of the double is introduced, together with brief discussions of novels by Godwin, Mary Shelley, Maturin, and Hogg, which points to their use of multiple narrators and the moral indeterminacy of their novels.  The symbolization of psychoanalytic approaches that focus on infancy, from Freud to Kristeva, is contrasted with a historicist approach that would emphasize psychological states corresponding to economic concerns.

Gothic Fiction

Introduction

The rapid increase in the production of Gothic fiction in the 1790s and beyond is one of the more remarkable but also one of the less well understood, phenomena of the British Romantic period.  Before this only a handful of novels in this genre had been produced, and readers and critics paid them little attention.  Yet from 1800 onwards some twenty to thirty titles a year were being published, and the influence of the genre is readily apparent in the literary journals and in the writings of the Romantic poets.  It is also an influence that persists long after its immediate efflorescence is over in the 1820s, extending into canonical works by authors such as Charles Dickens, Wilkie Collins, the Brontës, and Henry James.  This sudden rise of the Gothic is only the first of several intriguing issues involved in studying this genre.


A second question can be raised about the meaning of the term Gothic.  The term appears at the outset of the history of the genre, being a part of the subtitle of the second edition (1765) of Horace Walpole's The Castle of Otranto, generally considered the first novel in this genre.  While several features of this novel, such as the castle, or the Gothic villain, recur frequently in later fictions considered Gothic (by Ann Radcliffe or Matthew Lewis), they are absent from other key texts considered to belong to the genre (Shelley's Frankenstein or Hogg's Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner).  Thus the Gothic cannot be defined simply as a certain type of setting or character.


At the same time, the Gothic is clearly a vehicle for aesthetic concerns.  The term Gothic was, after all, applied to a style of architecture long before it came into use in literature.  Before Vitruvius and Palladio shaped English taste after Greek and Roman models, the dominant form of building, as in the great cathedrals, castles, and abbeys of Northern Europe, had been Gothic for five centuries.  Paradoxically, even while classical styles came to dominate British and colonial building in the early eighteenth century, rich landowners were beginning to commission Gothic "follies" in their gardens.  Walpole's mansion Strawberry Hill had an artificial origin of this kind in Walpole's Gothic fantasies.


Unlike the appeal of classical architecture to proportion, orderliness, light, and reason, the appeal of Gothic architecture is to the sublime -- to the forces of vastness, power, obscurity, and terror described in Edmund Burke's highly influential treatment of the sublime, A Philosophical Enquiry (1757).  In the gloomy receding depths of a Gothic cathedral, or below the crumbling battlements of an ancient castle, we begin with Burke's help to see the extraordinary resource that such architecture provides for elaborating psychological states.  In a period conventionally said to predate the discovery of the unconscious, the hidden passageway, the vault, and the dungeon began to provide suggestive analogues for mental states or passions for which only figurative expression was possible. However, several of the more notable writers later in the period emancipated themselves from these trappings.  Shelley's Frankenstein or Hogg's Confessions require no ruined abbeys or dungeons: they find equivalent or perhaps more subtle means for intimating the hidden architecture of the mind.


While there is no doubt of the interest of most Gothic authors in states of the mind, there is some question about where this concern might lead.  Understandably, psychoanalytic criticism has tended to focus on evidence for the "family romance," as Freud called it, in the frequent generational conflicts in the fiction, or on the struggle between the Imaginary and Symbolic realms, in Lacanian terms (roughly, the prelinguistic and the linguistic).  Focus on the entrapment or passivity of the female characters has enabled feminist critics to examine questions of gender that seem to lie beneath the surface of many Gothic fictions.


In general, the Gothic at its best gives a sense of straining to exceed some limit.  Unlike either the "sentimental" fiction of the previous decades, out of which it partly emerged (such as Goldsmith, Sterne, or Mackenzie), or the early "realist" fiction of Burney, Edgeworth, or Austen, which found a ready acceptance on the part of readers and reviewers, Gothic fiction led a curious borderline existence, widely read, but on the margins of both respectability and literariness.  We confront the paradox most directly when we turn to consider the novels of Ann Radcliffe, arguably the most talented of the Gothic authors we will examine; but the sense of something off-limits and inchoate runs through all the most interesting Gothic fictions of the period.  It is perhaps this that gives the disparate works of this genre such commonality as they possess.


In the discussion that follows, the Gothic themes I have just sketched will be elaborated in a broadly historical account of the Gothic, from its beginnings with Walpole to its close in the 1820s.  This will also serve to raise further critical questions about the Gothic, but the order of discussion is determined by a provisional classification of the texts as conservative or radical Gothic.

The Conservative Gothic: Walpole to Austen

A principle motive behind both Walpole's writing of The Castle of Otranto and his adaptation of Strawberry Hill to a Gothic mansion was nostalgia for a lost feudal past.  But Walpole's appeal to the Gothic was part of a more general interest developing during the mid-eighteenth century in what opposed the orderly and rational.  In his preface to the second edition of the novel Walpole deliberately aligns his narrative technique with Shakespeare, "That great master of nature," at the same time as he disparages Voltaire's strictures on Shakespeare.  Thus Walpole's work, like much that followed, can be seen as a reaction against the order and rules of the Enlightenment: with its privileging of classical models it excluded too much and could be seen as oppressive to the liberties of the poetic imagination.


But whereas Enlightenment thinking had begun to question the political systems of the time (thus preparing the ground for the French Revolution), Walpole, the son of a prime minister, clearly has no such intention.  The function of the ghosts and portents in the novel is to restore the violated property rights of the "true" owners of the province of Otranto, which requires that Manfred, the present occupant, be driven out.  The helmet and other mysterious body parts glimpsed early in the novel act like the fragments of a Freudian superego that externalizes Manfred's conscience.  In later Gothic fiction the supernatural will take on demonic meaning, but in Otranto, hovering between the sublime and the comic, it is the catalyst that helps restore Theodore, whose aristocratic origin shines through his peasant exterior, to his rightful place.  The plot thus seems to argue for the perpetuation of the class values of  a feudalist patriarchy.   That this is not accidental is shown by the occurrence of comparable plot devices in later texts by Reeve, Radcliffe, and Lewis.


Complicating issues, however, ensure that Otranto is more than a pure romance plot.  Two features in particular endow it with its Gothic status: the figure of Manfred, and the use of the setting.  In the energy and violence of Manfred we see the first example of a type: the Gothic villain who takes a variety of forms in numerous later texts, from Montoni in The Castle of Udolpho, through Falkland in Caleb Williams, to Melmoth in Maturin's novel, and  who will evolve into a Heathcliffe or a Rochester in hands of the Brontë sisters.  As the literary offspring of Milton's Satan in Paradise Lost, the character is liable to be read as Blake read Milton: he forms the chief interest of the text beside which other characters may seem flat and bloodless.  However, while Manfred's assumptions about marriage are drawn from earlier, conservative rules about the transmission of property rights through marriage, the younger characters are motivated by a later affectional view of marriage that, as historians of the family have shown, developed in uneasy opposition to the property view during the eighteenth century.  Manfred's invocation of the earlier view, with its destructive effects, thus undercuts the conservative values apparently espoused by the novel.


Another important Gothic component also involves a second paradox: this lies in the use that the novel makes of its setting.  When Isabella escapes from Manfred's advances into the underground passageways of the castle her experience invokes the categories elaborated by Burke: darkness, obscurity, vastness, and the terror arising from them which is the hallmark of the sublime.  The claustral imagery of these pages, together with the fact that Isabella, a defenceless virgin, is fleeing from male power, made this a particularly pregnant topos for later Gothic writers, although it was not to be taken up explicitly until Radcliffe's first novels twenty-five years later.  Burke associated the sublime with classic male texts, such as the Bible, Shakespeare, and Milton: his sublime is a thoroughly gendered concept.  Yet for Gothic authors, both male and female, the underground setting becomes especially associated with the sexual ambience of female danger (as in Otranto) or discovery (e.g., Radcliffe's Sicilian Romance), and seems to call for a specifically female response not envisaged in the public discourse on the sublime.  In this respect too, then, the conservative text seems to be troubled by a counter-current, although one that receives little serious attention in Otranto.


It is perhaps significant that the novels generally seen as central to the early Gothic, including Clara Reeve's The Old English Baron (1781) and Sophia Lee's The Recess (1783-85), each develops a plot that hinges on bringing family secrets to light, in particular the mysteries of birth.  The supernatural interventions in Walpole and Reeve thus have some relation to Freud's important argument on the uncanny (1919).  By showing that the German word for the uncanny, unheimlich, has its root in the word for home, heimlich, Freud was able to argue that the 

uncanny is in reality nothing new or alien, but something which is familiar and old-established in the mind and which has become alienated from it only through the process of repression.  

From Manfred's point of view, his illegitimacy as the holder of Otranto is clearly, in Freud's words, "something which ought to have remained hidden but has come to light" (Freud, p. 241).  While Freud aims to uncover issues such as infantile sexuality and the Oedipal crisis, his framework for explaining the uncanny also points usefully to other relevant aspects: the "omnipotence of thoughts" (p. 244) reminds us that Manfred's mere intentions (in proposing to marry Isabella) conjure up supernatural interventions analogous to those animate powers that once haunted us in early childhood; while Freud's "repetition compulsion" (p. 238) will be seen most clearly in the uncanny story of the Bleeding Nun in Lewis's The Monk.


Although psychoanalytic insights offer an important avenue for understanding the Gothic (a point to which I return below), its historical context also seems critical.  It cannot be coincidence that major works by Radcliffe and Lewis and the rapid rise in popularity of the Gothic occurred during the 1790s while the French Revolution and the first European wars were unfolding (Godwin's work, of course, had an explicit relation to contemporary politics).  Should Gothic be considered escapist fiction, a part of that outpouring of "frantic novels" of which Wordsworth complained in his Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1800)?  Or is there, in Punter's words, a "very intense, if displaced, engagement with political and social problems" (p. 54)?  The question is especially problematic when we turn to consider the work of Radcliffe, perhaps the most accomplished contributor to the Gothic genre during the Romantic period.


The novel that made Radcliffe's reputation, The Romance of the Forest (1791), was her third: it remained a touchstone for later criticism.  Coleridge, for example, seems to have preferred it to the two novels that followed.  Curiously, it is also the only novel in which a political dimension is clearly implied.  In Vol. III the heroine Adeline takes refuge in Savoy with a protestant minister, La Luc, whose character and principles are directly modelled on Rousseau's Savoyard vicar in Emile.  Rousseau's name by 1791 was compromised by association with the French Revolution, but Radcliffe deploys this character to illuminate the principles of simple living, charity, and education (La Luc has two children) in contrast to the epicurean corruption of the Marquis de Montalt from whom Adeline has fled.  Although Radcliffe shares in the anti-catholicism that is general to the Gothic, it is far from clear if we should attribute radical principles to her fiction.


A strong influence on Radcliffe is the sentimental tradition of Sterne or Mackenzie, especially, as we will see, a significant debate about the role of sensibility which she inherits; but Shakespeare, Jacobean drama, and Milton are also important contributors to her resources.  In the attention she gives to landscape and what we might call an aesthetics of terror, she can be termed the first writer of poetic fiction.  At the same time, aiming for poetic effects causes her some problems in narrative technique and plotting: awkward shifts in focalization occur, key characters are often stereotyped, and there is an undue use of coincidence.  Even the poetic is somewhat repetitive, especially scenes of twilight and dusk, as critics of Udolpho (1794) in particular noted.


But Radcliffe's poetic stance is governed by a principle central to her achievement.  In an essay published after her death Radcliffe argued for the importance of obscurity.  This, she noted, is an essential part of the terror of the sublime.  

Terror and horror are so far opposite, that the first expands the soul, and awakens the faculties to a high degree of life; the other contracts, freezes, and nearly annihilates them. . . . where lies the great difference between terror and horror, but in the uncertainty and obscurity, that accompany the first, respecting the dreaded evil? 

Obscurity, in short, "leaves the imagination to act upon the few hints that truth reveals to it." (Radcliffe, 1826, pp. 149-50).  Terror is thus seen as empowering, facilitating escape; horror in contrast freezes and incapacitates.  Radcliffe's emphasis on obscurity is drawn from earlier writing on the picturesque, notably by William Gilpin, who also favoured the dusk.  Radcliffe's development of this stance towards nature, as critics have often noted, anticipated the poetics of writers such as Wordsworth and Coleridge.  But her distinction between terror and horror has also been adopted as a basis for contrasting two different kinds of Gothic fiction: the terror Gothic of Walpole or Radcliffe on the one hand, with the horror Gothic of Lewis or Maturin on the other (Hume, 1969).  It is only in the latter that events or objects intended to appal the reader are specified in detail.  Such fictions seem to result in more pessimistic or cynical types of narrative.


Radcliffe's narratives, however, are essentially optimistic, although her heroines face severe and, across the course of her five Gothic novels, increasingly inward challenges to their fortitude before reaching the safe harbour of an appropriate marriage in their final chapters.  To what extent the heroine's is an active or a passive virtue, however, is debatable.  The sensibility with which Emily St. Aubert is endowed in The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) is made to seem a liability, to be reined in by reason, if the deathbed warning of her father is to be believed (pp. 79-80).  At the same time, it is clear that only those possessed of sensibility are virtuous; those, like Madame Cheron or Montoni, who lack sensibility (shown in particular by a failure to respond to nature), are placed somewhere down the scale from the injudicious to the depraved.  Moreover, the heroine's sensibility, when she is placed in situations of peril, equips her with a certain timely vigilance.  If her surmises are often wrong (almost all the supernatural occurrences she seeks to interpret turn out, notoriously, to be explicable), in some cases they are appropriate, as when Ellena in The Italian (1797), acting on her suspicion that she is being poisoned at Spalatro's house, saves her life.  Whether Radcliffe intended her readers to see this as a legitimate, if limited, claim to female power is not clear.


The vigilance of the Radcliffe heroine points to a larger cultural formation, a type of fiction that Anne Williams (1995) has termed the Female Gothic.  The female protagonist, unlike the male, seeks to understand, not control; hence Emily's explorations of Udolpho or Château-le-Blanc serve to bring the unknown within the boundaries of reason.  In the Female Gothic, argues Williams, reason is overdetermined, a response to the standard patriarchal positioning of women as deficient in reason (p. 170).  This is represented by explicating the natural causes of apparitions and by bringing the unruly past to light and neutralizing its power to disturb.  The male (e.g., Montoni or Schedoni) figures as the Other, a power to be overcome, rather than as the object of female desire he will become later (as in Jane Eyre).


The Male Gothic, in contrast, is said to have its basis in the Oedipal crisis, where the infant male self constitutes itself while the female (the mother) is defined as the Other.  Since what the infant has seen and felt cannot be accommodated in the Symbolic it remains a repressed potential, ready to reappear as the Spectral.  Thus the Male Gothic does not explain away its ghosts.  For example, the Bleeding Nun of Lewis's The Monk (1796) is, in Williams's words, "the female principle haunting the patriarchal Symbolic order: the baffling woman at once pure and bloody; chaste and violent" (p 119).  Although the Male Gothic, as Williams points out, was seen as revolutionary by de Sade, it actually argues the conservative case (Williams, p. 172): like Walpole and Radcliffe, Lewis's plot serves to unravel a secret that, once again, argues the dangers of violating the principles of patriarchy and property.


Matthew Lewis, who wrote The Monk as a young man of 20, profits from the technical innovations of Radcliffe, but exploits them for depictions of violence and sexual disorder that would be inconceivable in a Radcliffe novel.  Indeed, The Italian (1797) is often thought to be Radcliffe's sober response to this challenge.  Lewis's novel offended many readers, including Coleridge who wrote in the Critical Review.  Faced with possible prosecution, Lewis quickly republished the book in a watered down version.


The violence of the crowd shown near the end of the novel, during which the prioress of St. Clare is brutally killed, has been held to reflect events in London, such as the Gordon Riots of 1780, or the more recent disorders in France; but it also shows a distrust of the mob in Lewis that parallels that of the government, which had recently passed "gagging" acts forbidding assemblies and censoring publication (December, 1794) after the King's coach was attacked by protesters at Westminster.  In fact, the main disorders that Lewis puts on display are the result of violating the boundaries or proprieties of class: Antonia's anomalous position as a poor relation; the miscegenation of Ambrosio as the son of a shoemaker's daughter and a count; and Raymond's self-induced disasters, which come from travelling disguised as a lesser man than he is.  Even the sexual license that so shocked contemporary readers is treated with a profound conservatism: every act of male desire serves to invoke supernatural agency that eventually punishes it.


The popular success of the Gothic with Radcliffe and Lewis encouraged a host of imitators.  During the same period Jane Austen also produced her satire on the Gothic, Northanger Abbey.  Although written around 1798-99 the novel was not published until 1818 long after the Radcliffean genre at which it tilted had passed its prime.  Austen appears to take for granted the ideology of realism, in which middle class values prevail and in which the Gothic exists only in the fantasies of Catherine Morland.  By 1818 this view was also thoroughly accepted by Austen's reviewers, who praised the novel for its fidelity to everyday life, and observed (in the words of the British Critic) that Austen was "extremely deficient" in imagination, except, that is, for General Tilney, who was not considered a very probable character.  However, while Catherine entirely misses the mark in suspecting General Tilney of being a Gothic villain on the Italian model, Tilney's weakness for class status and his abuse of power in dismissing Catherine, reveals him to be a tyrant of another kind -- elaborated more fully in the figure of Falkland in Godwin's Caleb Williams.  When Henry Tilney chides Catherine by asking her to see England as a place where "every man is surrounded by a neighbourhood of voluntary spies, and where roads and newspapers lay everything open" (p. 159), he points to other forms of oppression, although these were not of a kind that Austen herself seemed prepared to explore.  For this the radical Gothic was a fitter instrument.

The Radical Gothic: Godwin to Hogg

The preceding novels seem to aim for a sense of closure.  This is not evident in the novels now to be discussed, where a stable place from which moral judgements might be made is eroded or unavailable, leaving us uncertain about what the forces unleashed in the novel may mean.  In addition, there is a more specific and intense focus on investigating mental states of terror, supported by a greater effort to situate such states circumstantially.  The result often seems designed to show that acceptance of the realist assumption is equivalent to ideological collusion: just the type of unreflecting trust in reality, for example, that Austen's reviewers showed by claiming she had "no imagination."  The radical Gothic, in other words, prepares us to see fissures within that comfortable middle class world precisely because its assumptions about family, class, or gender are the products of a certain kind of imagination, one with specific blindnesses and liabilities.


In Godwin's Caleb Williams (1794) there is neither a ghost nor an Italian castle.   We find instead a novel that aims at great psychological realism.  But its emphasis on the traumatic effects of Caleb's paranoia together with the apparently omniscient persecutions of Falkland serve to make the novel Gothic, and places Falkland in the Gothic tradition of Manfred or Schedoni. But Godwin insisted on the reality of the horrors that he shows: his prison scenes, he tells us in a footnote, are taken from observation (he knew Newgate Prison as a visitor) and from the documentary evidence of John Howard, the writer on prison reform.  In fact, Godwin's novel arose directly out of his political understanding: he tells us that he sat down to write it in order to exemplify the principles of his Enquiry concerning the Principles of Political Justice (1793), although how far he succeeded in this aim has been questioned.  The object of Godwin's political critique in the novel is the monarchical system and the class differences and oppressions to which it gives rise.  It is this system that it is responsible for both Falkland's overweening and destructive sense of honour and Williams's morbid curiosity.  The focus on terror, however, is so absorbing that the reader may overlook Godwin's political thesis.


Caleb Williams is the first major novel in which an uncanny doubling occurs.  Caleb attempts to become Falkland by wanting to know what Falkland knows; but this in turn precipitates Falkland's persecution of Caleb which Caleb, wherever he flees, seems unable to escape, as though Falkland has privileged access to Caleb's plans.  A similar situation is created in the first novel of Godwin's daughter, Mary Shelley: Frankenstein and his monster also become bound to one another in a persecutory relationship in which the monster eventually seems to have omniscient powers.  In Hogg's Confessions Wringhim and the mysterious Gil-Martin not only share an intimate relationship, but Gil-Martin may even impersonate his companion.  This is a Gothic topos later treated with striking effect in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886) by Stevenson: here the splitting of personality intimated in the earlier novels is realized literally.


Frankenstein (1818) carries forward Godwin's concerns in several other ways.  The monster can be seen as a study in Godwinian necessitarianism.  Like Caleb, the monster is a victim of his environment.  He might have been otherwise, being born with benevolent human impulses and without inherent evil; but he is dehumanized, not only in his treatment by everyone except the blind De Lacey, but more importantly by Frankenstein, who sees him as a demon, or as an insect to be crushed.  Frankenstein, on his part, is the product of a flawed upbringing, as Shelley's detailed account emphasizes, one in which the domestic is divorced from the world of business, permitting Frankenstein to develop passions unrelated to any sense of social responsibility.  The scientific dimension of the novel, however, is peculiarily Shelley's own: through the creature's depredations she explicitly rebukes the visionary role assigned to science by the young Frankenstein (whose inspiration is patterned after the actual discourse of such noted scientists as Humphry Davy and Erasmus Darwin).  The novel also has a complex relationship with the feminist work of Shelley's mother, Mary Wollstonecraft.  While it questions the patriarchal assumptions of the Frankenstein family, the women in the novel are oddly passive, dull creatures.  At a deeper level the novel has also been read as an exploration of women's fears over birth, or repressed sexual emotions, especially anxiety and guilt (see "Mary Shelley, Frankenstein," this volume).


Charles Maturin (1782-1824) was an Anglican clergyman whose pronounced Calvinist beliefs are reflected in his Gothic masterpiece, Melmoth the Wanderer (1820).  The plot is disrupted by a series of digressions, often lengthy, and often containing stories within stories; each, however, progressively casts light on the central character, the wanderer Melmoth.  Melmoth, who combines features of both Milton's Satan and the Wandering Jew, not only embodies supernatural powers, but he is also their victim; only glimpsed at first as a disturbing presence, his suffering and distorted humanity becomes clear only towards the end of the story, in his love and betrayal of Immalee.  Each of the novel's narrators seems to argue for the inevitability of the brutality, suffering, and stupidity of the human condition, although the narrative voices are hardly to be distinguished from one another, given that Maturin's own impassioned voice seems continually to break through.


In contrast, James Hogg's Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824) manages its double narrative with extraordinary virtuosity.  The "Private Memoirs" of Wringhim are prefaced by an editor's narrative amounting to nearly half the novel.  Wringhim's narrative tells the same story, but with significant differences in point of view that serve to cast doubt on the reliability of both.  This makes the advent in Wringhim's life of Gil-Martin, who may be the devil, all the more disturbing, since apart from his role as Wringhim's tempter (as one of the Elect Wringhim is entitled to commit any sin he pleases), it is left unclear what role he plays.  Wringhim's terrifying end is described with great circumstantial detail; so too is the final bizarre episode in which his corpse is dug up and Wringhim's narrative discovered.  The editor, who has the last word, objects that Wringhim's story is too improbable to be believed.


The psychological issues raised by this and the previous radical Gothic fictions remain troubling, whether handled ineptly, as occurs at times in Frankenstein, or with paranoid intensity, as in Maturin.  In each of the novels the suffering of the central characters seems out of proportion if intended as punishment for their rather venial sins.  The moral balance sheet, to which the realist novels of the same period appeal, is significantly missing.  Despite the frequent appeals to Providence, there is a darker wisdom glimpsed here, of a universe that is indifferent or hostile to human purposes, where humans prey upon one another, and in which the finest impulses only betray us to horror and destruction.  This tendency can be glimpsed in the earlier fictions of Radcliffe and Lewis, but here at least a tenuous moral system frames the stories: villains are punished or removed, and heroines gain the long-deferred haven of their marriages (in Radcliffe's case apparently bearing no psychic scars from their long endured sufferings).  But perhaps it is the psychological that, in the end, gives the Gothic such coherence as it has.


Thus the Gothic has often been seen as a promising field for psychoanalytic speculation, by authors from Freud to Kristeva.  For example, we might see its focus on terror and horror originating in the infantile process of individuation, where the nascent self casts off what is not-self, which then becomes alien and associated wth the unclean (including the mother) as the infant enters the Symbolic order.  If horror "freezes," in Radcliffe's terms, this may be because it includes both the repulsion towards the Other (the Kristevan abject) and the assertion of separate selfhood, as Williams has proposed (p. 76).  A problem with such views, however, is their lack of historic specificity: their proponents cannot easily explain why the Gothic arises when it does.


An alternative account of the Gothic would stress the historical dimensions of this process of symbolization.  A key concern of the period in which the Gothic arose involved the creation and flow of capital, and a consequent preoccupation with economic development -- issues which only came clearly into focus for the first time with Adam Smith and David Ricardo.  Those who impede the flow of capital, debtors unable to meet their liabilities, are removed from "circulation" in the indefinite suspension of the debtors' prison, while the machinery of the prison, fetters, the stocks, or the gallows, comes into use for economic crimes more widely than for crimes against the person.  In these circumstances, the stresses of forging a new human identity now correlate most strongly with fears of impedance, improgressiveness, or stasis.  This casts the Gothic obsession with castles, dungeons, and incarceration in a rather different light.  Ellena's captivity at the convent of San Stefano reflects her disruption of the economic order of which Vivaldi was to form a part.  The persecution of Frankenstein's creature only begins when he is no longer able to participate in the economic order of the De Lacey's cottage.  The Gothic does not reflect the economic order in any simple way, however.  Rather, it resonates with a struggle for meaning in which economic man (the gendered term is intentional) evolves against alternative or older concepts of human purpose, including an ameliorating female vision which, as the nineteenth century entered its second quarter, seemed more remote than ever.
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