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ABSTRACT 

Gothicism has been a dominant force in the dark romantic tradi

tion of American fiction. The present study assesses the background, 

historical continuity, and major achievements of the American Gothic 

novel. The opening chapter establishes the fundamental structural and 

thematic components of the Gothic mode: spatial and temporal confinement, 

triadic character matrix, malevolent animism, irony, skepticism, meta

physical sense of the "power of blackness," affective psychology and 

aestheticism that depends upon the dynamics of reader response, a sense 

of the burden of the past. Furthermore, the Gothic novel is a vehicle 

for psychological and philosophical speculation. In short, it is a novel 

of ideas as well as intense emotions. 

The second chapter explores the invention and growth of the 

Gothic novel in Britain before the 19th century. From the publication 

of Horace Walpole's The Castle of Otranto (1764) through the romances of 

Clara Reeve, Ann Radcliffe, William Godwin, and Matthew G. Lewis, the 

Gothic novel grew from the simple "tale of terror" to a rather sophisti

cated genre. In these early romances, American writers discovered 

examples for their own Gothic impulse. Chapter three surveys the initial 

attempts of American authors to adapt the Gothic mode to their develop

ing national literature. It also indicates the elements in the native 

experiences that contributed to a distinctively dark romantic strain 

in the American literary imagination: the New England Puritan doctrines 

v 
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of original sin and innate depravity; the Salem Witchcraft trials, 

Manichaean iconography, the awesome sense of landscape and savage 

wilderness, and the mythopoetic materials from native legends, fables 

and folklore. 

Each of the next five chapters explores the contributions of a 

major American author to the Gothic tradition and concentrates on a 

particular novel in which the Gothic mode is most fully sustained and 

developed. There are intensive critical studies of: Arthur Mervyn, 

Charles Brockden Brown; The House of the Seven Gables, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne; Pierre, Herman Melville; Sanctuary, William Faulkner; World 

Enough and Time, Robert Penn Warren. These authors and novels, I 

believe, best represent the historical evolution and principle achieve

ments of the Gothic tradition of the American novel. Each chapter 

investigates the various strategies and concerns of an author who turned 

to the Gothic mode to embody his dark visions and terrifying specula

tions. Taken together, these chapters indicate the nature and direction 

that the Gothic tradition has achieved in the works in some of our 

greatest and profoundest novelists. 

Because the Gothic novel is flexible enough to incorporate the 

disparate aspects of American experience, and since it is able to sustain 

the irreconcilable dichotomies and paradoxes that are pervasive in the 

dark romantic strain of the literary imagination, the Gothic tradition 

has survived with remarkable vitality in the 20th century. The final 

chapter points to the endurance of the Gothic tradition into the present. 

The Gothic vision dispels the myth of America that optimistically 
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discovers this nation as a land of infinite promise, sunshine and 

prosperity. It posits instead a world of unfathomable mysteries, bleak 

surmises, nameless apprehensions, terror and dread. 



CHAPTER 1 

THE GOTHIC CONFIGURATION: MEANING AND MODE 

Gothicism is a literary mode of significant dimensions and of 

considerable thematic and structural complexity. Moreover, the tradi

tion of Gothic literature goes much beyond a limited historical period 

and minor authors. It encompasses 200 years and includes authors as 

diverse as Horace Walpole, Ann Radcliffe, M. G. Lewis, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne, and William Faulkner. The reasons these and other novelists 

turned to the Gothic mode and the uses each made of Gothic materials and 

methods are varied; so too are the different talents, intentions, and 

final products of these authors. Robert D. Hume has even argued that 

"there is in an objective sense no such thing as The Gothic Novel. 

However, the works generally termed Gothic do display recurrent patterns 

images, and concerns. Referring to a novel as Gothic does not simply 

classify it according to a reductive formula; each work is a great deal 

more than a simple variation of a standard set of conventions. Yet, 

there is an enduring continuity of form and vision which makes it possi

ble to examine a number of works in terms of a Gothic mode and a develop 

ing Gothic tradition. Before the particulars of the Gothic tradition 

1. Robert D. Hume, '"Gothic Versus Romantic': A Rejoinder," 

FMLA, 86 (March 1971), p. 273. 

1 
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of fiction can be isolated, however, it is useful to locate Gothicism in 

the spectrum of imaginative literature. 

For this purpose, Northrop Frye's discussion of the theory of 

myths in Anatomy of Criticism is of especial import, for it identifies 

the archetypal narrative which informs Gothic fiction. According to 

Frye, "Agon or conflict is the basis or archetypal theme of romance, the 

2 
radical of romance being a sequence of marvellous adventures," and this 

mythos comes closest to the nature of Gothicism. It is no small coinci

dence that Walpolea Reeve, Radcliffe, Lewis, Brown, Hawthorne, and 

Warren make specific references to their works as "romance" and that 

several of these authors attempt to define the nature of their fictions 

in terms of a greater imaginative freedom than permitted under the guise 

of the "novel." Also, it comes as no surprise that between the develop

ment of Gothic romance and the Romantic impulse there exists intimate 

and profound connections, for the same shift of aesthetics which initi-

3 
ated the Romantic movement provided the catalytic agent of Gothicism. 

In several respects, however, Gothic romance differs from con

ventional romance. One element that distinguishes Gothic from standard 

romance is irony which distorts, inverts, or qualifies the usual com

ponents of the conventional mythos. Furthermore, the Gothicist views 

his romance at a different angle and through a different optic, a glass 

2. Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press, 1957), p. 192. 

3. Walter Jackson Bate, From Classic to Romantic (New York: 

Harper and Row, 1946). See also, Northrop Frye, "Towards Defining an 

Age of Sensibility," Fables of Identity (New York: Harcourt, Brace and 

World, 1963), pp. 130-137. 
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darkly. The crepuscular Gothic vision focuses on what Melville referred 

4 
to as the "mystery of iniquity." If romance is "nearest of all literary 

forms to the wish-fulfillment dream,""* the Gothic romance more nearly 

approaches the content of nightmare visions of a troubled sleep. For 

beyond all else, the aim of this mode is to create a mood of foreboding 

and terror, while the content of Gothicism brings to the surface the 

horrific fantasies and repressed desires which usually remain dormant in 

the daylight hours of consciousness and are outside the usual subjects 

of polite or "highbrow" fiction. The Gothic often directs the wish-

fulfillment in such dreams to forbidden fruits and along solitary, 

labyrinthian by-ways to thanatos rather than along the main-traveled 

highway to eros. Leslie Fiedler is not amiss when he asserts that the 

primary meaning of the Gothic romance lies in "the substitution of 

terror for love as a central theme of fiction."^ 

Frye suggests that romance generally is marked by an "extraordi

nary persistent nostalgia," and that this nostalgia is a "search for 

some kind of imaginative golden age in time or space.Gothic romances 

also display a concern and even fascination with the past. Many Gothic 

romances, especially the early British ones, are set in historically 

remote ages, a temporal period unfamiliar and seemingly enchanted; yet 

4. Herman Melville, Billy Budd. Sailor (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1962), p. 108. 

5. Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, p. 186. 

6. Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel (New 

York: Dell, 1966), p. 134. 

7. Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, p. 186. 
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even in those novels which are not historical, the past plays an essen

tial role in molding character and determining action in the present 

time. In either cases the predominant mood is one of foreboding about 

the future, rather than nostalgia for the past, because the past in 

Gothic fictions typically represents an intolerable burden to be fled 

rather than a golden age to be recaptured or pursued. The past shrouds 

the present like a dark pall, casting on current events an ominous 

apprehension of fatality and doom. Often the characters in such Gothic 

romances are haunted by the tyranny of the past, often an inescapable 

heritage of family history or inherited guilt; and the sins of the 

fathers are visited upon children to the third and fourth generations. 

The Gothicist explores the extent of the past's dark and destructive 

influence over the present. The archetype of pursuit and escape in 

Gothic fiction thus often has an historical dimension. Much of the 

terror which evolves from these works stems from an awful anticipation 

of a future time and society no less restricted than the previous one, 

no more free from the sins of the fathers. Implicit in many Gothic 

romances is a parody of progress that reveals a skeptical, if not cynical 

sense of limited historical progression. The only escape from the past 

in much Gothic fiction, the only relief from temporality and mutability, 

lies in death or madness. And in this realization resides much of the 

actual terror in Gothic romance. 

Imprisoned in time, the characters in Gothic fiction often find 

themselves confined in space: in subterranean passages and vaults, caves 

or haunted rooms, prisons or torture chambers. The chief symbol in these 
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tales of internalized and contracted space is figured in the castle or 

ruined mansion. The importance of this primary symbol of restricted 

space is such that Eino Railo has claimed that were the haunted castle 

eliminated "the whole fabric of (Gothic) romance would be bereft of its 

g 
foundation and would lose its predominant atmosphere." Montague Summers 

has argued that in fact the actual protagonist of Gothic romances is 

often "the remote and ruined castle with its antique courts, deserted 

chambers, pictured windows . . . the ancient manor, hidden away in the 

heart of a pathless forest, a home of memories of days long gone be-

9 
fore." 

The castle represents the decaying bastion of a past authoritari

anism or institutional tyranny; similarly, the monastary or prison 

appears in the same capacity as the castle. All are embodiments of 

social and political powers long since corrupted and decadent and as 

such they figure as recurrent symbols in the Gothic satire against 

hypocritical power and authority. The castle also represents the heri

tage of the past in being usually transferred from generation to genera

tion through the "wills" of deceased progenitors. Although the posses

sion of the mansion bestows upon the present occupant wealth and the 

prestige of ancient lineage, it is often the vehicle by which the occu

pant is possessed and haunted. While the mansion is sometimes literally 

the haunt of supernatural ghosts and specters, more often it is the 

8. Eino Railo, The Haunted Castle (New York: Dutton, 1927), p. 7. 

9. Montague Summers, "Introduction," Horace Walpole, The Castle 

of Otranto (London: 1925), p. xix. 
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container of portentous fantasies, dreams, or obsessive memories of past 

familial crimes and terrors, not a few of which involve incest or other 

extreme forms of narcissism. The decaying mansions and haunted ancestral 

castles of Gothic fiction are often the psychological symbols of love 

and hate turned inward. The haunted house is often an image of the mind 

peopled with horrific phantoms or given over to insanity or nightmarish 

hallucinations. The castle on the verge of collapse appears to signify 

mental aberration in Gothic works ranging from the castles of Otranto 

and Udolopho to Hawthorne's House of Seven Gables and Poe's House of 

Usher and even the old Frenchman's place in Faulkner's Sanctuary. 

The castle provides only one pole of the dualistic spatial di

mensions in Gothic fiction, however. The terrors of confinement are 

balanced by the terrors of external space: of vast seas or solitary 

heaths or deserts or wilderness and dense forests. Usual in these 

romances there is a continual shifting of scenes from castle to gloomy 

wilderness, from cabin to raging ocean, from haunted chambers to the 

maze of urban jungles. The excursion into the unknown, the voyage into 

"the heart of darkness," is the Gothic version of the "perilous 

journey"^ of conventional romance. Ironically, nature in the Gothic 

perspective offers no sanctuary or refuge, no setting for regeneration 

or security. The characters in Gothic fiction flee from the imprisonment 

of the castle only to be swallowed up in the immensity of a labyrinthine 

landscape of terror. They discover themselves lost in dense forests, 

abandoned in distant seas, or caught in the maze of an urban inferno. 

10. Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, p. 187. 
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The resultant mood is one of isolation and desperate entrapment in a 

hostile universe of terrifying dimensions and forces which remain in

comprehensible. The Gothic writers generally share Melville's premoni-

11 
tion that "Nature absolutely paints like the harlot" and that beneath 

its attractive and sometimes picturesque facade are the potentialities 

of violence and chaos, savagery and death. 

More than this,, the Gothicist detects a malevolent animism which 

seems to inhabit the material world. Whether in the confines of the 

castle or in the vast expanses of wilderness, the environs have a dia

bolical sentience which projects or reflects a supernatural terror or 

macabre unreality. Charles Brockden Brown's assumption in The Rhapsodist 

that "there is scarcely a piece of mere unanimated matter existing in 

12 
the universe" is generally true for the Gothicist. In some instances 

the spiritualization of matter is literal: portraits talk, objects 

mysteriously appear and disappear, the dead return from the grave. In 

some Gothic fictions, the supernatural is "explained," but as neither 

the reader of nor the characters in such works are aware of the actual 

causes until the concluding scenes, the immediate effect within the 

fiction is still that of terror. The mistaken perception of the super

natural often discloses the superstitions, apprehensions, or mental 

instability of those who fail to distinguish the actual from the fan

tastical. As the Gothic tradition progresses, the Gothic writers are 

11. Herman Melville, Moby Dick (New York: Norton, 1967), p. 170. 

12. Charles Brockden Brown, "The Rhapsodist: No. II," in Stanley 
Bank (ed.) American Romanticism: A Shape for Fiction (New York: Putnam, 

1969), p, 22. 
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generally more chary of overt use of the supernatural, and they fre-

1 
quently locate the sources of terror in the sphere of the "subnatural," 

or the irrational and malevolent forces which fester in the chambers of 

the unconscious. Whether the ominous controlling forces are external or 

internal, welling up in the form of demonic urges from within, the char

acters in Gothic fiction find themselves the victims of powers beyond 

their ability to regulate or even to fathom. 

The terrors of the invisible as well as the visible world are 

emphasized in the plight of the major characters generally found in 

Gothic romances. The character matrix of the Gothic novel is basically 

triadic, consisting of a villainous persecutor (usually paternal and 

always an authority figure), a hero who undergoes various trials and 

conflicts, and a heroine who is most often victimized and subjected to 

the threats imposed by the Satanic villain. The nature of the evil re

vealed by this fundamental triad is more complex than the arrangement 

of character itself. Paradox lies at the heart of character and circum

stance in Gothic fiction. The Gothicist is committed to exploring the 

duality of existence, the divided nature of man. Beneath every Dr. 

Jekyll lies a Mr. Hyde, while motive and deed are often morally ambiva

lent. As Lowry Nelson, Jr., and others have commented, the authors of 

Gothic fiction have taken as a central theme the "good-bad nature of 

13. Lowry Nelson, Jr., "Night Thoughts on the Gothic Novel," 

Yale Review 52 (Winter 1962), p. 249. 

14. Ibid. 
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This theme is most forcefully dramatized in the figure of the 

villain who, although endowed with extraordinary talents and a danger

ously attractive character, is consciously committed to sinister causes 

and violent, destructive actions. Ironically, the Gothic villain pulls 

on the reader's sympathy, eliciting respect if not admiration, awe if 

not fascination. In his "Introduction" to Melmoth the Wanderer. William 

F. Axton moves to the heart of the matter, claiming: 

. . . the hero-villain of Gothic fiction is a two-sided person

age, a figure of great power, latent virtue, and a personal 

magnetism tragically stained by criminality. He is deliberately 

made larger than life, and his contradictory human qualities 

are exaggerated, perhaps as evidence of a growing romantic 

faith in the will and the power of the will to create environ

ment. Ultimately, the typical Gothic hero-villain is more a 

psychological projection than a realistic representation, for 

he personifies the moral rebellion of his times against a 

stifling authoritarian tradition.^ 

Through him, in him, the reader participates in the quest for forbidden 

knowledge, or acts out at a distance the libidinous fantasies or un

conscious rebellion against restraints, social and psychological. 

Through identification with the heroic villain of Gothic fiction, the 

reader is thrust into the vortex of chaotic action of unhallowed passion, 

or demonic urges, and uncontrollable will. The Gothic romance provides 

a spectacle in which the most wicked and perverse desires are acted out 

in gruesome detail and grotesque elaboration. 

Yet even in Gothic romances, the villain usually suffers for his 

awful violations and transgressions. A price must be paid for the sacri

fice of innocence and order; the hero-villain does double duty as he 

15. William F. Axton, "Introduction," Charles Maturin Melmoth 

the Wanderer (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1961), p. x. 
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accepts the responsibility for his actions, thus becoming a scapegoat 

for the reader's vicarious fantasies as well. After the crimes and re

bellion have been committed, the reader dissociates himself from the 

villain and is relieved that vice will once again be punished. Justice, 

or the closest thing to it, given the ironic stance of the Gothicist, 

prevails and the effect is purgative; the action of Gothic romance, as 

Aristotle claimed for tragedy, is cathartic. 

Because the villain dominated the focus of characterization in 

the early Gothic works, the heroine was usually little more than a 

stereotype. She, like the heroine of sentimental novels, was essentially 

the passive victim of tyrannical villainy. However, a basic difference 

emerges in that the Gothic heroine must confront not simply seduction, 

but the more active and horrific defilements of rape or incest; Gothicism 

is interested not merely in lust, but in the demonic perversions of love. 

Beginning with the romances of Ann Radcliffe, published nearly 30 years 

after Walpole's The Castle of Otranto. the heroine plays a more central 

role; her intellect, sensitivity, and personality become complex. The 

evolution of the. Gothic heroine is remarkable; the development of the 

heroine from Isabella of Walpole's Otranto to Temple Drake of Faulkner's 

Sanctuary is astounding as the paradoxical nature of the villain is 

echoed in a shriller key in the modern heroine who takes contemptuous 

pride in her own degradation. The nominal hero of Gothic fiction under

goes a similar evolution. Compared to the villain he is weak and pass

ive, incapable of combating the forces of evil or breaking the indomitable 

will of the villain. But in the works of Godwin and Brockden Brown, the 
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hero becomes more complex; he too displays a character of divided nature 

in which contrary impulses wage internal battles. In later Gothic works 

duality or duplicity are not reserved for the villain alone. 

In most cases the villain brings down upon himself a catastrophe 

and leaves the hero free to reclaim his heritage and rewards for sur

viving the ordeal, which often includes the heroine as a bride. The 

reunification of the conventional good characters returns the action to 

16 
the realm of standard romance. Yet even this resolution, from the 

Gothic stance, has ironic undertones. The vision of evil which is ex

posed in these works is never wholly dissipated even by the most seem

ingly happy endings. These novels usually conclude on an ironic, not 

comic note, in a skeptical, not joyous mood. 

The resolutions, if we can call them that, of Gothic fiction are 

inevitably dark, for the vision of the universe which these authors 

explore is that of "the blackness of darkness." In an appreciative 

review of a volume of Hawthorne's tales, Herman Melville noted the 

"terror," "mystical blackness," and the Puritanic gloom that permeates 

Hawthornean fiction: 

You may be witched by his sunlight—transported by the light 

glidings in the skies he builds over you, but there is the 
blackness of darkness beyond; and even his bright gildings 

but fringe and play upon the edges of thunder-clouds.^ 

16. Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, p. 193. 

17. Herman Melville, "Hawthorne and His Mosses," in Edmund 

Wilson (ed.) The Shock of Recognition (New York: Modern Library, 1943), 

p. 192. 
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Melville's famous comment may serve as a gloss on his own works as well 

as Hawthorne's and, in fact, locates an irreducible element in Gothicism. 

The appalling recognition of the demonic forces in the universe casts a 

shadow on the novels which is never wholly lifted or forgotten. Like 

the Satanic figure in "Young Goodman Brown," the Gothicist is compelled 

to cry out in "despairing awfulness": "Depending upon one another's 

hearts ye had still hoped that virtue were not all a dream. Now are 

ye undeceived. Evil is the Nature of mankind." Therein lies the terri

fying message of Gothicism and, ironically, in these works some of the 

most devastating crimes are committed in the name of virtue. The demonic 

has permeated the psychological, social, and metaphysical spheres of 

existence and is always and everywhere ready to swallow man in the un

fathomable abyss of blackness. Robert L. Platzner aptly remarks: "For 

it is the mystery of evil or the 'power of blackness' which the truly 

Gothic writer seeks to rediscover, a belief in the reality and even 

omnipresence of the demonic ... It is the discovery that evil is con

stitutive of reality, that it can never be reduced to a hallucinatory 

fantasy or to a form of social pathology that renders the Gothic Romance 

18 
so ultimately sinister--even lurid. 

The resultant vision of the world and human nature that Gothi

cism focuses on is the universe in collapse, one given over to dis

integration and spiritual isolation. It is a nightmare world which re

fuses to fade in daylight hours of consciousness, while the tortured 

18. Robert L. Platzner, '"Gothic Versus Romantic': A Rejoinder," 

FMIA 86 (March 1971), p. 267. 
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landscape is strewn with ruins, cemeteries, prisons, catacombs, or 

haunted mansions. It is a world of continual metamorphosis, of entropy, 

of life dissolving into death, of sanity into madness, of order into 

chaos. Consciousness falls to impulse, reason to the irrational. The 

material world constantly decomposes into the nothingness toward which 

all existing life turns. It is the sphere of the absurd in which each 

individual is finally estranged, bewildered, lost. It offers no escape 

from the macabre, the horrible, or the grotesque. 

To enter the Gothic romance is to voyage through the gates of 

Dis. Within are "the heartless voids and immensities of the universe": 

the City of Dreadful Night, the maelstrom, the endless labyrinth and 

maze. Along the way one encounters sinister forces, natural and super

natural, human and superhuman. The journey is one of suspense, shock, 

repulsion, and terror, wonder and awe. Providence seems perverse; refuge 

lies neither in the past nor the future, neither in the castle nor in 

the external landscape of wilderness outside the castle. The Gothic 

world is one of narrow suffocating limitations; the image of inhuma

tion is more than a stock device of horror: it is a metaphor for man's 

existential condition. Anguish, despair, and dread are characteristic 

emotional responses of those thrust into the Gothic wasteland. Fear and 

trembling are evoked as one pierces beneath the veil and below the sur

face of these dark romances. Like Miss Rosa Coldfield in Faulkner's 

Absalom. Absalom!, the reader of Gothic fiction is plunged into "that 
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dream state in which you run without moving from a terror in which you 

19 
cannot believe, toward a safety in which you have no faith." 

19. William Faulkner, Absalom. Absalom! (New York: Modern 
Library, 1936), p. 142. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE BRITISH BACKGROUND: THE BIRTH OF A GENRE 

From the very inception of Gothic romance in the literature of 

England, there is something frenzied and impulsive in its creation. 

Horace Walpole, the author of the first Gothic novel, admitted that the 

conception of The Castle of Otranto evolved from a dream and that the 

very act of writing mounted to near obsession. In a letter to his close 

friend, Rev. William Cole, Walpole revealed: 

Shall I even confess to you what was the origin of this Romance! 

I waked one morning, in the beginning of last June, from a 
dream, of which, all I could recover, was, that I had thought 

myself in an ancient castle (a very natural dream for a head 

like mine filled with Gothic story), and that on the uppermost 

banister of a great staircase I saw a gigantic hand in armour. 

In the evening I sat down, and began to write, without knowing 

in the least what I intended to say or relate.1 

It is curious, though significant, that Walpole couches his disclosure 

in terms of a "confession." Perhaps Walpole realized that the direction 

and meaning of the tale was an intimate manifestation of his personal 

fantasies and unconscious forces. Creation in this obsessive fashion 

exposes to public scrutiny the private psychic drama of the author and 

may reveal aspects of self which a fully conscious craftsman might wish 

to leave unexpressed. Nightmarish terrors are translated into literary 

1. To Reverend William Cole, 9 March 1765, in W. S. Lewis (ed.) 

Horace Walpole's Correspondence, Vol. I (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1937), p. 88. 

15 
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products, while content and structure are dictated by "inspirational" 

forces outside the nonnal channels of controlled development; components 

which might have been restricted or eliminated in a more rigid censorial 

judgment find ways into the narrative fabric. But as in the nature of 

dreams, the material often undergoes various fonns of transformation 

involving symbolic displacement, intensification, or metaphoric elabora

tion. In this manner Gothic Romance often achieves its ends covertly, 

since beneath the outward display of shocking and melodramatic events 

and the usual machinery of terror lurks an even more explosive source of 

fear: the subversive vision which provides the very heart of Gothicism 

and which belies the seeming resolution which authors sometimes impose 

upon their fictions. The genuine evil which Gothic Romances disclose 

is never entirely mitigated or erased by the authors' conscious inten

tions to do so through the construction of fortuitous conclusions. 

Perhaps Walpole had an uneasy sense of this dilemma when he com

pleted The Castle of Otranto. He went to no small ends to d issociate 

himself from the novel's first edition, which was published on Christmas 

eve of 1764. The work did not bear its author's true name, but was 

offered as a translation "by William Marshall, Gent. from t : e original 

Italian of Onuphrio Muralto." It was only with the publica t ion of the 

second edition of April 1765 that Walpole's authorship was d isclosed. 

It is in the "Preface" to this second edition that Walpole a pologizes 

for his duplicity, claiming that his sole inducements were oue to 

"diffidence of his own abilities, and the novelty of the at t empt." 

However, this seems hardly an adequate reason for the author ial 
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deception. The clue to a more complete understanding of why the first 

edition was published pseudonymously and the later acknowledgment of his 

authorship by Walpole is found in Walpole's reference to the favorable 

reception of the romance by the public. The readers of The Castle of 

Otranto were not offended or disturbed by the book as the author had 

cause to anticipate; rather, the public reception was cordial and the 

book was read widely and with enthusiasm. Covert meanings went ignored 

while the novel became a popular success. 

The darker significance of this Romance is largely grounded in 

the professed moral of the tale. The fictitious editor-translator indi

cates in the preface to the first edition his embarrassment over the 

original author's "moral": 

I could wish he had grounded his plan on a more useful moral 

than this: that the sins of fathers are visited on their 

children to the third and fourth generation. I doubt whether, 
in his time, any more than at present, ambition curbed its 

appetite of dominion from the dread of so remote a punishment. 

And yet this moral is weakened by that less direct insinuation, 

that even such anathema may be diverted by devotion to St. 

Nicholas.^ 

The conflict revealed here is one which is central to the 

thematics of this novel, and the contradiction is not actually between 

author and editor, but is contained within the ambivalent stance Walpole 

took in treating the-sins-of-the-fathers concept. Walpole's editorial 

comment allows him simultaneously to call attention to the concept 

ironically and to distance himself from the implications of the pro

posed moral. 

2. Horace Walpole, "Preface to the First Edition," The Castle 

of Otranto (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964), p. 50 
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The "moral" of the sins of the father has structural as well as 

thematic significance in The Castle of Otranto. As is often the case 

in early Gothic fiction, the plot turns on the discovery of identity 

and the restoration of the rightful heir to his proper position in the 

social sphere. It is Theodore who returns to Otranto as an orphan and 

peasant only to be recognized in the concluding scenes to be the true 

heir to the throne. The "sin" was an act of usurpation involving murder 

and the forgery of a fraudulent will. This takes place several genera

tions before the present action of the novel although actions in the 

present are profoundly qualified by the past. It is Manfred who now 

sits on the throne and his children who bear the burden of expiation for 

the original usurpation. Before the novel is concluded, Manfred's son 

is suddenly crushed to death by a supernatural helmet which falls from 

the heavens, and his innocent daughter, Matilda, is mistakenly stabbed 

to death by her own father. Manfred's social and personal world are 

thus reduced to chaos that eventually leads to his political and psy

chological collapse. Manfred plunges into despondency, despair, and 

guilt. The death of his innocent children and Manfred's ultimate degra

dation, we are led to understand, are necessary for the sacrificial 

atonement for the sins of their ancestor. 

The dilemma in which the characters find themselves, in working 

out the delayed process of retributive justice, moves this romance in 

the direction of tragic situation. That Walpole from the outset of 

composition had such an end in mind is reflected on his insistance in 

the preface that he later wrote that, like classical tragic drama, his 
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tale would elicit both terror and pity. Walpole claims: "Terror, the 

author's principal engine, prevents the story from languishing; and it 

is so often contrasted by pity, that the mind is kept up in constant 

3 
vicissitude of interesting passions." Aside from revealing the tragic 

cast of his fiction, the passage quoted suggests Walpole's affective 

aesthetic, one which would instill intense conflicting emotions in the 

reader. 

Walpole accomplished this through ensuring that the reader 

would identify with and have an ambivalent response toward the Gothic 

villain, Manfred, who, like King Lear, is "more sinned against than 

sinning." For if the sins of the father are visited upon the children 

in the course of the narrative, then Manfred is a victim of forces beyond 

his control as well as a persecuting tyrant. At the heart of Walpole's 

novel is a question of justice, and this fundamental concern becomes a 

recurrent issue in Gothic fiction. The issue is directly broached in 

the romance, though never resolved, by Theodore in an interview with 

friar Jerome. The old priest maintains that it is sinful "to cherish 

those whom heaven has doomed to destruction. A tyrant's race must be 

4 
swept from the earth to the third and fourth generation." Theodore, in 

love with Manfred's daughter, remains unconvinced of the justice of this 

3. Horace Walpole, "Preface to the First Edition," The Castle 
of Otranto (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964), p. 4. 

4. Horace Walpole, The Castle of Otranto (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1964), p. 90. 
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injunction: "Will haaven visit the innocent for the crimes of the 

guilty?" he cries. 

The course of the novel goes to demonstrate that this is in fact 

the case. As Manfred watches the final agonies of the daughter he has 

just murdered, he cries out for forgiveness. Yet he feels that he is 

not entirely to blame as he exclaims that Heaven directed his bloody 

hand to the heart of his child. He dashes himself to the ground and 

curses the day he was born. Herein lies the actual sources of the pity 

and terror that Manfred's career elicits in the reader. Innocence is 

sacrificed for past crimes, and man seems little more than the fool of 

fortune and fatality. The genuine terror is established not by the 

appearance of supernatural events and the fantastic pursuits, but by a 

vision of cosmic injustice and by a Providence indifferent to the 

sufferings of men all too human and limited. 

There are also political dimensions to Walpole's Gothicism. 

Manfred is the Prince of Otranto, and as such he is the chief emblem in 

the novel of political and social order. The original act of murder is 

both a moral "sin" and a political crime, for it involved the transfer

ence of power over the entire state. An illegitimate monarch sits on 

the throne as a result of the ancestral crime and the normal line of 

social order has been subverted. Manfred's desire to retain power for 

his own line results in the chaos which descends on the whole community. 

When Manfred seeks to divorce his wife and wed his deceased son's 

5. Horace Walpole, The Castle of Otranto (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1964), p. 91. 
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intended bride, he reveals not only lust but inordinate ambition to 

maintain at any cost political control over his empire by providing an 

heir to his throne,, An otherwise virtuous man is driven to the extremes 

of madness, adultery, and symbolic incest in order to retain power. 

Walpole seems to be implying that power itself is corrupting. A further 

implication is that the social structure based upon such an inherently 

unjust political sovereignty is bound to crumble. 

Besides encompassing a cosmic injustice and a fraudulent social 

hierarchy, Walpole's Gothicism contains too a terrifying perspective on 

the fragility of human rationality. This is demonstrated both in the 

susceptibility of the characters to believe so fearfully in the agency 

of the supernatural and in the disintegration of Manfred's self-control. 

The former is comically depicted in the exaggerated responses of the 

servants; the latter is explored in the compulsive, desperate actions of 

Manfred, whose monomania drives him to put aside his amiable wife 

Hippolita, to force Isabella to beget him an heir, and to persecute 

Theodore unmercifully. The ultimate catastrophe occurs when he stabs to 

death his daughter Matilda, whom he thinks to be Isabella. With shock 

and horror Manfred finally realizes the extent of his own derangement 

and degradation. His irrepressible desires and ambition have brought 

about the downfall of his house: his castle and his family. 

As several commentators have pointed out, the castle of Otranto 

£ 
is the primary unifying symbol of this romance. More than providing a 

6. Eino Railo, The Haunted Castle (New York: Dutton, 1927), 

p. 7; Montague Summers, The Gothic Quest (London: Fortune Press, 1938), 

p. 410; Martin Kallich, Horace Walpole (New York: Twayne, 1971), p. 97. 
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a shadowy atmosphere of impending horror, it is the vessel in which the 

family guilt has been transferred from father to son. Its still more 

complex significance is as the seat of a decadent political order on the 

verge of chaos and disintegration. As the symbol of the family estate, 

it also represents the conflicting tension within the basic social unit; 

ironically, the home is not a place of sanctuary, for some of the 

greatest terrors evolve from within its very walls. And the castle too 

is an ap't symbol for Manfred's tormented psyche. The castle and its 

monarch are haunted. The rumblings of the structure portend the in

evitable collapse of both mansion and Manfred. The voyage into the 

endless subterranean passages, the "labyrinths of darkness," signify the 

excursion into the irrational corridors of the human mind. The Gothic 

vision discloses the fragile, thin and easily shattered facade of human 

reason in contrast to the strength of the uncontrollable demonic forces 

that surge beneath the level of rationality. Man is not the ruler of 

his own castle. 

The Castle of Otranto ends in a somber mood, even though apparent 

order has been restored xvith the ascendancy of Theodore to the throne 

and the purgational defeat of Manfred has been accomplished. Walpole 

concluded the fiction in conformity with conventional romance which 

promises eventual union of the noble hero with the virtuous heroine. 

But something is amiss at the end of The Castle of Otranto because the 

promise of future bliss seems too darkly clouded over by previous events 

to offer much consolation or hope. Theodore's soul has been imprinted 

with the blackness of the past; the narrator concludes: 
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Frederick offered his daughter to the new prince, which 

Hippolita's tenderness for Isabella concurred to promote; 

but Theodore's grief was too fresh to admit the thought of 

another love; and it was not until after frequent discourses 

with Isabella of his dear Matilda, that he was persuaded he 

could know no happiness but in the society of one with whom 

he could ever indulge the melancholy that had taken posses

sion of his soul.^ 

On this ominous note of melancholic memories the novel ends. 

In The Castle of Otranto, Walpole wrote better than he knew, and 

testimony to his accomplishment are the many novels written in imitation 

8 
of this first experiment in Gothic Romance. Walpole hit upon a power

ful combination of themes, structure, atmosphere, archetypal situations 

and prototypic characters which would become part of the configuration 

of Gothic Romances for decades to come. His greatest attribute, the 

wild, visionary and impulsive mode of creation, coupled with a vivid and 

terrifying imagination to produce a "tour de force." In a letter to 

another of his close friends Walpole wrote: "... I have given reins 

to my imagination till I became on fire with the visions and feelings 

9 ' 
which it excited." In the engrossing fever of literary creation, 

Walpole strove to write a book which would instill terror in the reader; 

but he discovered a more profound vision of terror than he had antici

pated. The true sources of his nightmarish vision went beneath super

natural occurrences and the tyrannical actions of an ambitious and 

7. Walpole, The Castle of Otranto, p. 110. 

8. For an extensive survey of the early British Gothic romances 

consult Montague Summers, A Gothic Bibliography (London: Fortune Press, 

1941). 

9. To Mme duDeffand, 13 March 1767, Horace Walpole's Correspond

ence. Vol. Ill, p. 260. 
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demented monarch, for the Gothic mode focused on cosmic, political, and 

psychological realities which failed to evaporate with the ascension of 

a spirit heavenward or at the closing of a book. It was a vision to 

which many would be compelled to return to again and again. 

In what the author herself designated a "literary offspring to 

The Castle of Otranto," Clara Reeve attempted to refine the clumsy 

supernaturalism that Walpole had employed. In her "Preface" to her 

"Romance," The Old English Baron, Reeve says of Walpole's tale: "The 

machinery is so violent that it destroys the effect it is intended to 

excite. Had the story been kept within the utmost verge of probability, 

the effect had been preserved, without losing the least circumstance 

that excites or detains the attention. 1110 Reeve attempts to keep her 

11 
tale of Gothic terror "within certain limits of credibility." She 

accomplishes this by severely limiting the role of the supernatural to 

mysterious offstage groans and the seeming inexplicable opening of castle 

doors as the true heir enters his family estate. Where Reeve really 

succeeds in t :1e taming of the incredible is in her use of dreams as a 

vehicle for t h e psychological basis of extraordinary or preternatural 

events. The t hin and predictable plot of the Romance is again located 

in the discov~ry of identity of the missing heir. Edmund Twyford, who 

is modeled cl0 sely on the prototypic hero, Theodore, of The Castle, 

gains premoni ~ions of his actual identity through his dreams of a noble 

10. , Iara Reeve, "Preface to the Second Edition," The Old 
English Baron (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967), p. 4. 

11. I bid. 



couple who claim him as their child. In this manner Reeve avoids de

pendence upon ghosts. Several other dreams are used to anticipate and 

foreshadow future events or clarify past deeds. In employing this 

technique, Reeve prepares the way for Ann Radcliffe, who would attempt 

to ground all seeming supernatural events in the realm of explainable 

natural causes or psychological conditions. 

While Clara Reeve is to be credited for her technical innova

tions, she does nothing to advance the thematics of Gothic fiction. In 

fact, she seems barely to have comprehended the legitimate sources of 

horror which Walpole had exposed. Perhaps it was inevitable that she 

would have skirted the darker meanings by merely working with the 

standard Gothic theme of the persecution of innocence, since she does 

tangentially touch upon social corruption in the crimes of Lord Lovell, 

who commits murder to gain his title and in the instance of Wenlock's 

irrational persecution of Edmund. Furthermore, the sins-of-the-fathers 

theme is again raised in terms of the persecution of innocence in the 

name of retribution. In a confession of his crimes the present Lord 

Lovell remarks, "I have no children to lament for me; all mine have been 

taken from me in the bloom of youth. Only one daughter lived to be 

twelve years old; I intended her for a wife of one of my nephews, but 

12 
within three months I have buried her." Lovell sighs, weeps, and is 

silent. To the characters who listen to his lament this seems fitting 

and it conforms neatly with Reeve's simple formula of virtue rewarded 

12. Reeve, The Old English Baron, p. 4. 
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and vice punished. Reeve was much too bent on exemplifying her 

didactic intent to perceive the implications of the Gothic materials 

with which she was working. Her chief contribution was to identify 

the limitations of Walpole's supernatural machinery and to point the 

direction to a more credible basis of terror. 

The novels of Ann Radcliffe provide the next major landmark in 

the developing tradition of Gothic Romances. Between the years of 1789 

and 1797, Radcliffe managed to publish five Gothic Romances and to 

establish herself as the most popular novelist of her time. She recog

nized the effective power of the primary archetype of Gothicism, flight 

and pursuit, and retained the idea of a triad of characters upon which 

she built several versions of a recurrent plot: the terrifying experi

ences of a young girl who is victimized or threatened by a sinister 

paternal figure whose passions are of lust, greed or ambition. Her 

heroine usually undergoes a series of trials and is caught in a cycle 

of pursuit, capture and escape; the cycle of terror is finally broken as 

a youth of sufficient virtue and fortitude comes to the rescue of 

distressed womanhood. Because Radcliffe places the heroine in such 

prominence, and since her heroines display so many qualities of sensi

bility, Radcliffe's Romances bridge the gap between the sentimental 

novel and the Gothic as Walpole had established it. The result of this 

blend allows for creation of suspense and terror which does not depend 

upon supernaturalism or Gothic machinery and permits an extended treat

ment of atmosphere, natural setting, psychology. These new dimensions 

were the contributions of Radcliffe to the development of Gothic fiction. 
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Radcliffe's technique for terror and suspense is considerably 

different from the strategies of her predecessors. In a comparison of 

her fiction with The Castle of Otranto, E. B. Murray remarks: "Mrs. 

Radcliffe's tableaux do not drip with blood, like Walpole's, but with 

psychological tension. Whereas Walpolean Gothic is steeped in breath

lessly disconnected fast action, shock on shock, vintage Radcliffe more 

dreams a single incident through page after page of premeditated 

13 
suspense." Murray's observation is based upon a fine distinction 

which Radcliffe made between terror and horror. She maintained that 

these two emotive responses were vastly different: "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 

14 
nearly annihilates them . . . ." According to this theory, terror is 

a vehicle for suspense and dread; horror is developed for crude thrills, 

or shock for shock's sake. The difference is one between fascinating 

awe and dire repulsion. The distinction has persisted in modern criti

cism, as D. P. Varma has suggested, "The difference between Terror and 

Horror is the difference between awful apprehension and sickening 

15 
realization: between the smell of death and stumbling against a corpse." 

Radcliffe attempts to keep her fiction within the compass of 

terror through what is often referred to as "explained" supernatural, a 

technique whereby the reader is led to believe in a mysterious or 

13. E. B. Murray, Ann Radcliffe (New York: Twayne, 1972), p. 13. 

14. D. P. Varma, The Gothic Flame (London: Arthur Barker Ltd., 

1957), p. 130. 

15. Ibid. 
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preternatural event, but later learns of the actual cause, which is 

usually natural or a product of the frenzied perceptions of a terrified 

character. A classic example is found in The Mysteries of Udolpho. 

when Emily enters a secluded chamber and is terrified as she uncovers 

what she believes to be the corpse of her deceased aunt. Yet it is much 

later that the reader discovers that the image Emily has actually un

veiled was but a wax figure of a decayed corpse. In similar fashion, 

Radcliffe builds suspense by having characters think they have super

natural experiences. Vivaldi, the young hero of The Italian, is often 

frightened by what he thinks to be a ghost at the ruins of Paluzzi. The 

phantom seems to be ubiquitous and omniscient, but it is later revealed 

that the seeming specter is no more than a spy for the Inquisition. All 

of the events which seem to be in the sphere of the mysterious or 

supernatural have explainable, though sometimes implausible, causes. 

However, the technique is not simply a cheap trick perpetrated for the 

sake of the bafflement of the superstitious or unsuspecting reader; 

rather each incident reveals a great deal about the emotional instability 

or psychological projection of characters who are susceptible to these 

ephemeral terrors. The only phantoms, Radcliffe would have us believe, 

are phantoms of the mind. 

In the use of setting and natural landscape, Radcliffe was 

greatly influenced by Edmund Burke's Philosophical Enquiry into the 

Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757). In brief, 

Burke held that the most powerful aesthetic response was elicited from 

an experience of the sublime, or the apprehension of beauty, terror, and 
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infinity in a suspended state of awe: "that state of the soul in which 

all its motions are suspended, with some degree of horror."^ Radcliffe 

develops this concept in several ways. In the first place, the re

ceptivity of characters to sublimity in nature reflects their sensitivity. 

Radcliffe's heroes and heroines are favorably impressed with the splendor 

and beauty of the natural environment; but villains are characteristi

cally insensitive to nature. Also, the manner in which characters per

ceive their surroundings is frequently a clue to their mental and emo

tional state. Emily at times is entranced by the sublimity of the woods 

and mountains, the dusky landscapes or the cloud swept skies; but when 

distressed, or when in flight from persecution or terror, Emily discovers 

in the same landscape images of horror and forboding calamity. For 

example, early in the tale Emily looks upon the woods outside the castle 

with "sublime emotion" and joyful appreciation: "it was delightful to 

watch the gleaming objects, that progressively disclosed themselves in 

the valley--the green turf--dark woods--little rocky recesses--a few 

peasants' huts--the foaming stream—a heard of cattle, and various images 

17 
of pastoral beauty," But later, as the terrors and mysteries begin to 

envelop her, Emily looks upon the same wooded scene which echoes back 

her own melancholy lament: "Their tall heads began to wave, while, 

through a forest of pine, on the left, the wind, groaning heavily, 

16. Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origins of 
our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (New York:Columbia University 

Press, 1958), p. 69. 

17. Ann Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho, Vol. I (New York: 

Dutton, 1931), p. 245. 
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rolled onward over the woods below, bending them almost to their roots; 

and, as the long-resounding gale swept away, other woods, on the right, 

18 
seemed to answer the "loud lament.'" Description, then, becomes an 

"objective correlative" for the internal consciousness of individuals, 

and Radcliffe seems to be making attempts to depict what modern psy

chology would term projection. Moreover, Radcliffe devotes much atten

tion to landscape descriptions to evoke in the reader a corresponding 

sense of the sublime. In this respect, the affective aesthetic of 

Gothic fiction is significantly enhanced. Gothic romances for Radcliffe 

and later Gothicists provide not only a narrative of shocking or hor

rific events, but become a vehicle by which terror is instilled in the 

reader, 

Radcliffe creates and sustains suspense in yet another way. By 

giving more substantial roles to the hero and heroine, she is able to 

provide a dual plot line which alternates from the dilemmas of one to 

the trials of the other. This technique finds its most sophisticated 

employment in Radcliffe's greatest work, The Italian. Against paternal 

wishes, Vivaldi wishes to obtain the hand of Ellena di Rosalba, a lovely 

and virtuous young woman who lacks the social distinctions which would 

make her an acceptable match for the Marchese's son. Vivaldi's mother 

firtds the union so odious that she enlists the aid of the hypocritical 

anc ambitious monk, Schedoni, who agrees to subvert the lovers' plans. 

A major segment of the novel focuses on the abduction and imprisonment 

18. Ann Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho, Vol.11 (New York: 

Dutton, 1931), p. 109. 
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of Ellena and her removal to a convent where she is being forced to be

come a nun. The persecution of the heroine is contrasted with the 

various adventures of Vivaldi in his desperate attempts to rescue his 

beloved Ellena. He too confronts terrors worked up by the slippery 

Schedoni, which includes his entrapment in subterranean vaults. Even

tually he escapes and manages to free Ellena from the convent; but just 

as the two are on the threshold of marriage Vivaldi is taken to the 

dungeons of the Inquisition, while Schedoni undertakes the murder of 

Ellena. The novel thus has two major movements, and within each move

ment there is a shifting of scene between the perils of the hero and 

heroine. In this way Radcliffe develops a continual pulsating rhythm of 

terror and relief, fear and expectation. The contrapuntal method does 

much to sustain the reader's interest and suspense in the dense verbal 

landscape of her fiction. 

However important these innovations and refinements may be, 

Radcliffe's development of a complex Gothic villain is her single most 

important contribution to Gothic fiction. Milton's Satan, Richardson's 

Lovelace, and Walpole's Manfred are, of course, among the most important 

prototypes of the Gothic villain. Lovelace, the decadent protagonist 

of Clarissa, proved a model of seductive villainy; in the case of 

Lovelace, acute self-consciousness is in conflict with the forbidden 

urges of his libido. Manfred, on the other hand, serves as an example 

of monomania and misdirected ambition; he is both agent and victim of 

evil and terror. Both represent aristocratic tyranny and the violation 

of innocence. The combination is worked time and again in varying 
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guises; Radcliffe's most notable representatives of the type include 

La Motte of The Romance of the Forest. Montoni of The Mysteries of 

Udolpho and Schedoni of The Italian. The last figure, her supreme 

achievement in characterization, is representative of the techniques of 

characterization that she typically employed. 

Schedoni, the austere and mysterious monk, displays all the 

attributes, or rather vices, of the archetypal Gothic villain. 

Schedoni*s actual identity is uncertain, and he prefers not to disclose 

his past; "he wished to throw an impenetrable veil over his origin." 

He is characterized by "gloomy pride," "solitary habits," and a "haughty 

and disordered spirit." Moreover he seems to others to bear the burden 

19 
of "some hideous crime gnawing upon an awakened conscience." Although 

he is a master of cunning and Iago-like logic, he "cared not for truth" 

but sophistry. He commands respect and evokes awe and fear among his 

companions. His countenance and demeanor instill dread and repulsion; 

his penetrating piercing eye unites with a brow bearing "traces of many 

passions," and this gives his entire aspect a "habitual gloom and 

severity." Schedoni seems at all times silent and aloof, in constant 

control of his every action; but Vivaldi has an immediate revulsion for 

the intense monk whose coiled sinister energy seems ready at any moment 

to burst forth; "A dark malignity overspread the features of the monk, 

and at that moment Vivaldi thought he beheld a man, whose passions might 

20 
impel him to the perpetration of almost any crime, how hideous soever." 

19. Ann Radcliffe, The Italian (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1971), p. 34. 

20. Ibid., p. 51. 



33 

The extent of Schedoni's wickedness is revealed as he projects his own 

iniquity on the world about him: "He regarded Vivaldi as a rash boy, who 

was swayed only by his passions, while he suffered deep resentment for 

the evil in his character, he felt neither respect or kindness for the 

good, for the sincerity, the love of justice, the generosity, which 

threw a brilliancy even on his foibles. Schedoni, indeed, saw only evil 

21 
in human nature." 

However, Schedoni's course of action is not directed by any 

"motiveless malignancy." His primary spur to action is misdirected 

ambition, while secondarily he is influenced by a desire for revenge 

against Vivaldi. The monk is capable of any action, even murder, which 

will ingratiate him with the powerful Marchesa. He launches a malicious 

scheme to sever Vivaldi from Ellena, What finally stops Schedoni from 

stabbing the young lady is not any adherence to moral law or fear of 

retribution if caught, but a personal feeling of love; just as he is 

about to murder her, Schedoni realizes that his intended victim is his 

daughter. The horror of the situation comes crashing down on him, and 

guilt and self-recrimination follow him to his grave. Although he 

displays a callous exterior, the archetypal Gothic villain has a core 

of sensitivity that conflicts with his iron will. The essential para

dox of his nature arouses an ambivalent response from the reader, one 

which contains the elements of both sympathy and dread. 

21. Ann Radcliffe, The Italian (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1971), p. 52. 
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Schedoni's villainy is given further emphasis because of the 

moral duplicity involved in the perversion of his religious office. 

Radcliffe was probably influenced by M. G. Lewis, whose novel The Monk 

had already linked the terrors of incest with the ascendancy of re

pressed passions which rent the hypocritical veil of sanctimonious fraud. 

An obvious pun on the word "father" links the two themes. Because 

Schedoni is a monk who believes himself the father of Ellena, he is 

doubly damned. Again the sins of the father are visited upon the 

children in this instance both literally and symbolically. Radcliffe 

develops a parallel in the case of Vivaldi's mother, a woman whose 

hautiness requires the sacrifice of her son's happiness. In this Gothic 

romance, the paternal wickedness is complete, for both the "father" 

(Schedoni) and the mother (the Marchesa) conspire to prevent the marriage 

of the two youths. The sophistry of the one inspires the pride of the 

other in a symbiotic union of evil with treachery. This combination 

also supports another fundamental Gothic component: the element of 

aristocratic tyranny, since the villainous parents in this case represent 

religious and political power. 

Ihe Gothic tradition owes a substantial debt to Ann Radcliffe 

for her innovations in plot and characterization, the description of 

nature, and the psychology of suspense and terror. She also made 

popular the practice of the "explained supernatural." In short, she did 

much to establish Gothic romance as a serious literary genre with a 

broad base of popular appeal. She attracted the critical attention and 

respect of literary authors everywhere in her day, including Scott and 
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Coleridge; and one contemporary went so far as to nominate her "the 

Shakespeare of Romance writers." But for all of her accomplishments, 

her novels lack the depth of vision of a Godwin or the imaginative force 

of a Lewis. While Radcliffe sharpened her tools and refined her art in 

an impressive series of Gothic romances, other significant achievements 

were made by other authors in other areas. 

Among early writers of Gothic fiction, perhaps no individual 

better understood the thematic implications of the Gothic mode than 

William Godwin. Although Godwin did not directly subscribe to the 

Gothic "school" of the tales of terror, Caleb Williams does provide 

several important developments that were adapted to the Gothic tradition. 

In the first place, it provides a steady and focused perspective on 

metaphysical, social, and psychological terrors and evils. Secondly, it 

makes considerable strides in locating narrative action within the realm 

of the probable and even the commonplace. Moreover, Caleb Williams 

offers a considerably more subtle, profound, and consequential treat

ment of the recurrent Gothic archetype of pursuit and persecution. 

Godwin, in his account of the composition of Caleb Williams. 

which was included in a later 1832 edition, displays a conscious concern 

with methodology. Referring to his use of the first person point of 

view, he writes: 

It was infinitely the best adopted, at least, to my vein of 

delineation, where the thing which my imagination revelled 
the most freely, was the analysis of the private and internal 

operations of the mind, employing my metaphysical dissecting 

knife in tracing and laying bare the involutions of motive, 
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and recording the gradually accumulating impulses, which led 

the personages I had to describe primarily to adopt the par
ticular way of proceeding in which they afterwards embarked.22 

Employing his "metaphysical dissecting knife," Godwin exposes the psy

chological perversity and torment of both persecutor and persecuted, 

of the breathlessly fleeing Caleb as well as the guilt-stricken 

Falkland. 

In his uncontrollable curiosity or, as Caleb terms it, his 

"mistaken thirst for knowledge," the youth is driven to pry into the 

past history of his generous master and benefactor in search of clues 

to the mysterious crime which seems to prey on Falkland's conscience. 

To his horror, Caleb comes to discover that Falkland has once murdered 

another man in a fit of rage, and in that instant of madness and pas

sionate hysteria has repudiated the very social code which he hitherto 

had cherished. Falkland already is haunted by an intense guilt, but 

he refuses to expose himself or publicly confess his crime, as he hopes 

to protect his family name and reputation. The knowledge which Caleb 

gains jeopardizes Falkland's security and social esteem; the youth's 

presence begins to torment the vulnerable aristocrat. To no avail does 

Caleb attempt to flee from his master's contempt and rage. Caleb is 

continually disturbed by his fear of Falkland's vindictiveness, just as 

Falkland is tormented by the fear that his misdeed will at any moment be 

exposed by Caleb to the world. The novel posits a nightmarish world in 

22. William Godwin, "Preface," Caleb Williams (New York: Holt, 

Rinehart and Winston, 1960), p. xxviii. 



37 

which pursuer and pursued, master and slave, are inextricably bound in a 

reciprocal love-hate, prosecutor -victim relationship. 

This bond between the two assumes a symbolic dimension as Caleb's 

patron and guardian, Falkland, assumes the paternal role. In discover

ing the source of Falkland's guilt, furthermore, Caleb is compelled to 

admit it as part of his own: "My heart bleeds at the recollection of his 

misfortunes as if they were my own. How can it fail to be so? To his 

story the whole fortune of my life was linked; because he was miserable 

my happiness, my name, and my existence have been irretrievably 

23 
blasted." On this symbolic level, the sins of the "father" are trans

ferred to the "son." Caleb is visited by the guilt and punishment due 

a murderer. After much suffering, Caleb eventually manages to confront 

Falkland before a public magistrate. Upon seeing him again, Caleb 

realizes that his former master has also suffered and that he has 

threatened and tormented Falkland as much as, if not more than, Falkland 

has threatened and persecuted him. Ironically, Caleb feels himself to 

be guilty of the same crime he has accused Falkland of committing. He 

too is a murderer: "The memory will always haunt me, and embitter every 

hour of my existence. In thus acting I have been a murderer, a cool, 

24 
deliberate, unfeeling murderer." The vision of terror and evil re

vealed in this novel goes much beyond the original crime of murder, the 

vengeful persecution of Caleb, and the horrific experiences of the youth 

in his attempted flight. The reader discovers in the novel that each 

23. William Godwin, Caleb Williams, p. 10. 

24. Ibid., p. 375. 
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of the two central characters has a hidden compulsion and perversity. 

A sadistic fascination and violent temper lies beneath the facade of the 

chivalrous and aristocratic Falkland; and Caleb comes to discover the 

same traits in himself. In a sense, he is the alter-ego of his worst 

enemy; or, he is his own worst enemy. There is no escape for either 

Falkland or Caleb because the actual source of persecution is internal, 

within the mind of each of them. This is the source of the actual 

terror in this story. Falkland's only hope of release from it lies in 

death. At the close of the novel, Caleb's true misery and self-contempt 

is just beginning because he finally realizes that he has been an 

"atrocious,execrable wretch." He confesses: "I wantonly inflicted on 

him an anguish a thousand times worse than death. Meanwhile I endure the 

penalty of my crime. His figure is ever before me. Waking or sleeping 

I still behold him. He seems mildly to expostulate with me for ray un-

25 
feeling behavior. I live the devoted victim of conscious reproach." 

In Caleb Williams the social dimensions of the Gothic mode are 

forcefully dramatized. Godwin's dissecting knife is double-edged, for 

it reveals the terrors inherent in a social structure which fosters 

aristocratic pretensions and also exposes the corruption of the judicial 

establishments which compound the injustices leveled against those who 

do not belong to the wealthy and influential classes of society. 

Schooled on the Continent, Falkland has imbibed "the poison of chivalry," 

and his act of murder is committed out of a sense of wounded honor. 

After the crime Falkland suffers not from the realization of the 

25. William Godwin, Caleb Williams, p. 377. 
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immorality of his act, but from the fear that his family name might be 

stained by the deed's revelation. Also, Falkland's influential connec

tions and financial resources insure his successful persecution of Caleb. 

The tyranny of the master over his servant is both a private and a 

social enormity, representing the torment that the highest social class 

is capable of inflicting upon the lower ones. The very institutions 

which were supposedly formed to protect the liberties of individuals 

have become instead prejudicial agencies of persecution. Upon several 

occasions Caleb is imprisoned, and in his cell he witnesses the atroci

ties and horrors which the law inflicts. Caleb remarks, "Alas, he that 

has observed the secrets of a prison, well knows that there is more 

torture in the lingering existence of a criminal, in the silent, in

tolerable minutes he spends, than on the tangible misery of whips and 

26 
racks." As Caleb flees in terror from Falkland and observes the 

social and institutional inequalities and injustices, his apprehension 

of the world undergoes a profound transformation. "I regarded the whole 

human species as so many hangmen and torturers ... I could not forget 

my woes; they haunted me with unintermitted and demonic malice. Cruel, 

inexorable policy of human affairs, that condemns a man to torture like 

this: that is too supine and unfeeling to enquire into these petty de

tails; that calls this, the ordeal of innocence, and the protection of 

27 
freedom." Just as the sins of the fathers are visited upon the son, 

so too the social evils of a decadent class structure persist into the 

26. William Godwin, Caleb Williams, p. 208. 

27. Ibid., p. 212. 
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present. The institutions of society, the court and the prison, pre

serve the injustices of the past and impose even greater terror and 

anguish than the barbaric tortures of a feudal society. 

Because Godwin's tone is so often didactic and satiric in such 

matters of social reform and philosophic idealism, and because the usual 

Gothic machinery is absent from Caleb Williams. J. M. S. Tompkins has 

28 
argued that the novel is "philosophic" rather than Gothic. But the 

philosophic component has been a central element in Gothic fiction from 

its very inception, although admittedly the first authors of Gothic 

Romances did not explore the philosophic implications of their tales to 

the extent and with the clarity of purpose that Godwin manifests. An 

ongoing concern of the Gothic tradition had been to discover the legiti

mate sources of terror and to eliminate the clumsy machinery upon which 

Walpole so heavily depended. By domesticating terrors by placing them 

in the realm of the actual and commonplace, by transferring action from 

the haunted castle to the urban setting, and by dissecting the subtle 

psychological foundations of terror, Godwin, (perhaps inadvertantly), 

provided a major realignment which was to alter the direction of the 

Gothic tradition. It is his influence, more than that of any other early 

novelist, which persisted into the 19th and 20th centuries in both the 

English and American Gothic traditions. In an important sense, Caleb 

Williams represents a culmination of a gradual shift in Gothic fiction 

from terrors based upon supernaturalism and Gothic machinery toward 

28. J. M. S. Tompkins, The Popular Novel in England: 1770-1800 

(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1961), p. 259. 
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29 
terrors which evolve from "things as they are" in a world ordinary and 

familiar. 

Before the turn of the 18th century, one other Gothic romance 

had a tremendous influence upon the developing genre. Matthew G, 

Lewis's The Monk represents a sudden veering back to cruder, extraordi

nary, and melodramatic events and content. Lewis unabashedly paraded a 

troop of horrific and shocking crimes, including matricide, rape, 

murder, and incest. Moreover, the work was steeped in the lore of black 

art and sorcery; even Satan made a memorable appearance. Lewis plunges 

his tale into a macabre and lurid world of violence and decadence, and 

creates a ghastly vision of chaos in which the irrational forces have 

broken through the fragile wall of decorum, restraint, and orthodoxy. 

In this romance, Lewis seems to take deliberate strides to assault the 

delicate "high-brow" sensitivities of his readers. The novel brings to 

the surface the grotesque and horrific images that would have offended 

the admirers of the more subdued Gothic romances of Ann Radcliffe. The 

book, of course, had an immediate impact, and shocked and offended many 

readers. Coleridge referred to it as "a poison for youth, and a provoca

tive for the debauchee" while even Byron remonstrated that it exposed 

30 
the "philtered ideas of a jaded voluptuary." Nevertheless, The Monk 

is not as vicious as Coleridge and Byron would have us believe, though 

it is more subversive than even these comments suggest. While it must 

29. "Things as they are" is the actual subtitle of Caleb 

Williams. 

30. Byron's comments are cited by Summers, The Gothic Quest, 

p. 214; Coleridge's statement is quoted by Varma, The Gothic Flame, 

p. 147. 
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be admitted that there are horrific incidents described in The Monk for 

the sake of sheer terror or repulsion, the vision of the novel is com

plex, and Lewis's treatment of the Gothic components is masterful. 

Lewis grounded his novel in the archetypal pattern of pursuit 

and persecution of innocence, but he rediscovered in his dramatic action 

the erotic core which Walpole had only mildly suggested and that Rad-

cliffe had quietly underplayed. In the figure of Ambrosio, the tor

mented, heroic villain of the romance, Lewis traced the noble tragedy 

(if not triumph) of the ascendancy of passion and explored the intimate 

connection of pleasure to pain, agony to ecstasy, and love to death. 

Referring to the intense power of the novel, Eino Railo has written: 

However hard the reader might try to regard the work as the 
unripe creation of a mere youth, scarcely deserving of atten

tion, he was compelled to admit that it revealed in a per-

turbingly merciless manner the hidden lust of pleasure biding 

its opportunity, which bereft of control, exposed to strong 
temptations, can sweep human beings to destruction. The argument 

of the book, that the most pious person can, in suitable cir

cumstances, become the slave of his passions, is one of the 

silent truths we are prone to ignore and which, over-boldly 

expressed, gives rise to hypocritical wrath.31 

In The Monk Lewis suggests that the eruption of passion leads to a per

version of love that inevitably ends in madness, death, and the chaotic 

upheaval of the natural world. 

As in The Castle of Otranto, a major theme of this Gothic novel 

is the fall from greatness. At the outset, Ambrosio is a sincerely 

devout monk, an individual reportedly beyond reproach, but nevertheless 

tainted by spiritual pride in his ability to remain above temptation. 

31. Eino Railo, The Haunted Castle, pp. 176-177. 
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Ambrosio's vulnerability is quickly exposed as he easily succumbs to the 

seduction of Matilda; an agent of Satan, Matilda enters the monastery 

disguised as a young male novice and easily captures the interest of 

Ambrosio. After a time, her true identity and sexuality are revealed 

to the monk, but he is already entranced by her and sinks into uncon

trollable passion: "He sat upon her bed; his hand rested upon her bosom; 

her head reclined voluptuously upon his breast. Who then can wonder if 

he yielded to the temptation? Drunk with desire, he pressed his lips 

to those which sought them; his kisses vied with Matilda's in warmth and 

passion: he clasped her rapturously in his arms; he forgot his vows, his 

sanctity, and his fame; he remembered nothing but the pleasure and oppor-

.,32 
tunity." 

Once exposed to the pleasures of carnality, Ambrosio undergoes a 

radical transformation. His desires become more urgent and depraved; 

his lust becomes more insistent, and eventually, he is driven by a com

pelling passion to enjoy one of his innocent and beautiful parishoners, 

Antonia. Matilda aids the monk in his diabolic quest; but just as he is 

about to rape the young woman, the girl's mother enters and is stabbed 

to death by the frantic Ambrosio. He then carries the drugged maiden to 

the depths of the vaults beneath the monastery, and there performs the 

hideous deed among the remains of rotting corpses. The enormity of his 

crime is only later realized when Ambrosio discovers that Antonia is 

actually his sister and that he has committed both matricide and incest. 

The guilt for his actions drives him to despair and near madness. He 

32. Matthew G. Lewis, The Monk (New York: Grove, 1952), p. 109. 
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feels deeply the anguish of his self-imposed condition and moral degrada

tion: "While Reason forced him to acknowledge a God's existence, Con

science made him doubt the infinity of his goodness. He disbelieved 

33 
that a sinner like him could find mercy." Ambrosio reveals an aspect 

of pride even in his despair. In the end, he sells his soul to perdi

tion when he makes a contract with Satan signed in blood. In exchange 

for his soul, Satan promises to release Ambrosio from the dungeons of 

the Inquisition, but he saves him only to thrust the miserable monk from 

dreadful heights to the rocks below. Bruised and mangled, the once 

proud monk falls to a river bank, and there myriads of insects swarm 

over him. 

Blind, maimed, helpless, and despairing, venting his rage in 
blasphemy and curses, execrating his existence, yet dreading 
the arrival of death destined to yield him up to greater tor
ments, six miserable days did the villain languish. On the 

seventh a violent storm arose: the winds in fury rent up rocks 

and forests: the sky was now black with clouds, now sheeted 

with fire: the rain fell in torrents; it swelled the stream; 
the waves overflowed their banks; they reached the spot where 

Ambrosio lay, and, when they abated, carried with them into 

the river the corpse of the despairing monk.34 

Rebellious and unregenerate to the end, Ambrosio suffers from the tor

rents of Nature in appropriate symbolic retribution for his own un

natural acts. It is as though Providence has conspired with the natural 

world to reek its revenge on the villainous monk. 

A strong sub-plot in the novel repeats in a minor key Ambrosio's 

sadistic persecution of innocence. In this case it is the unfeeling and 

33. Matthew G. Lewis, The Monk, p. 406. 

34. Ibid., p. 420. 
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vicious prioress who governs her convent in tyranny and torture. A 

lovely girl comes under her malicious control, and much of the novel 

follows the plight of Agnes and the quest of her brother to free her 

from the vaults beneath the convent. The double plot structure is sup

ported by two heroines, Antonia and Agnes, two heroes, Lorenzo and 

Raymond, and two villains, Ambrosio and the prioress. An important 

function of the second plot is to provide added suspense and to counter

balance the tragic movement of the major one. It is the minor plot 

which provides the conventional Romance resolution of marriage of the 

virtuous youths. 

But the vision of terror which underlies the novel is never 

mitigated. Nor is there a final restoration of order even in the 

anhilation of the evil characters. The actual sources of terror are not 

in horrific events, grotesque descriptions, or supernaturalism, but are 

to be discovered in the psychological and social evils which control 

human lives. -Ambrosio is a prime example of the return of repressed 

desires, of the terrors of the unconscious and irrational which lurks 

beneath the facade of self-control. The condition, Lewis indicates, is 

not an isolated instance of warped individualism, but reflects a uni

versal component of the human psyche. To emphasize this point he pro

vides an amazingly brutal riot scene which depicts the hysteria of a mob 

erupting in passion and violence. In revenge for the suspected death of 

Agnes, the prioress is dragged from a religious procession as she protests 

her innocence: 
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The rioters heeded nothing but the gratification of their bar

barous vengeance. They refused to listen to her: they shewed 
her every sort of insult, loaded her with mud and filth, and 

called her by the most opprobrious appellations. They tore 

her one from another, and each new tormentor was more savage 

than the former. They stifled with howls and execrations her 

shrill cries for mercy, and dragged her through the streets, 

spurning her, trampling her, and treating her with every species 

of cruelty which hate or vindictive fury could invent. At 

length a flint, aimed by some well-directing hand, struck her 

full upon the temple. She sank upon the ground bathed in blood, 
and in a few minutes terminated her miserable existence. Yet 

though she no longer felt their insults, the rioters still ex

ercised their impotent rage upon her lifeless body. They beat 
it, trod upon it, and ill-used it, till it became no more than 

a mass of flesh, unsightly, shapeless, and disgusting.35 

Although certainly guilty of heinous crimes, the prioress is ironically 

innocent of the one for which she has been savagely murdered. An in

exorable fatality broods over this novel as the past inevitably catches 

up with individuals and sweeps them in an uncontrollable tide of destiny. 

This sudden, unexpected overthrow of power--the protean shift of 

the prioress's role from tyrannical authority to victimized scapegoat— 

represents on a minor scale the pattern which is discernible in Ambrosio's 

predicament as well. He too is both source and object of sinister 

forces, an individual who is simultaneously the victim and victimizer. 

Because he acts out the evil intentions which earlier Gothic villains 

merely threaten, Ambrosio embodies a more terrifying character than 

they; but because of the intensity and magnitude of the internal and 

cosmic powers which unite to insure his inevitable annhilation, he com

mands greater sympathy than former Gothic villains. His libidinous 

desires and fierce passions break down from within his self-control and 

35. Matthew G. Lewis, The Monk, p. 344. 
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pious restraint. On the cosmic level, it is Satan himself who is de

termined to sink the Man of Holiness to the abyss of perdition, and none 

of his sorcery or diabolic deceptions are spared in his wily quest to 

ensnare the monk. Given the nature and strength of these antagonistic 

forces, there is little hope for survival, let alone victory. What 

makes this novel as effective as it is resides not in the usual Gothic 

machinery, shocking crimes, or melodramatic events, but in the terror 

which evolves from the agonizing conflict that a man wages in a valiant 

struggle with invincible psychological and demonic powers. Lewis renders 

the battle with such vivid and unflinching ferocity, that it has led 

Robert Kiely to conclude: "Uncontrolled appetite and physical pain and 

the emotional states which they produce are emphasized and particular

ized to such a degree in The Monk that the reader encounters them, not 

in permanent suspension as unrealized fantasies, but as nightmares come 

to life.""^ 

In The Monk, then, Lewis brings to the surface some of the 

erotic content, horrific impact, and genuine terror implicit in the 

English Gothic romance since its inception as a literary genre by 

Walpole. While Lewis resorts to cruder forms of violence and sexual 

perversity and returns to supernatural intrusion, he deepens the psy

chological and sensational dimensions of the mode. He opens to the 

tradition access to materials that were rarely acceptable in the 

"serious" fiction of the day. In Ambrosio, Lewis created a Gothic 

36. Robert Kiely, The Romantic Novel in England (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1972), p. 101. 
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villain of fearful symmetry, and the nightmare world which he depicted 

is a world to which we all belong. 

The development of the Gothic tradition between Walpole's The 

Castle of Otranto and Lewis's The Monk is rather astounding. The sub

versive vision so covertly broached in Walpole's romance becomes glee

fully thrust to the center of attention in The Monk. The timid and 

self-conscious vision of terror imagined by an 18th century antiquarian 

dilettante evolved into a genre which absorbed the sentimental moralism 

of a Radcliffe, the philosophical speculation of a Godwin, and the sen

sational delirium of a Lewis. Remarkably, the innovations and achieve

ments combined to give a broader range and more profound depth to the 

Gothic mode. The ability of the mode to sustain a diversity of indi

vidual talents and particular concerns is the chief reason the Gothic 

novel endured, and indeed flourished, in the 19th and the 20th centuries. 

Before the beginning of the 19th century, however, the Gothic mode found 

a new territory in which to grow and the seeds of terror became firmly 

implanted in the fecund soil of America. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE TANGLED ROOTS OF AMERICAN GOTHICISM 

At the end of the 18th century, Gothicism was enjoying an en

thusiastic reception by readers in Britain and Europe, and the interest 

was soon transported to America. American publishers, who were inclined 

to profit by the absence of copyright laws, pirated the popular editions 

of Walpole, Radcliffe, Lewis, and other Gothic writers; before long, the 

impact of the British Gothic tradition was felt in the young nation. 

Native writers, too, began to adapt the components of the Gothic mode to 

their own works and the Gothic impulse became a dominate influence in 

the development of our own tradition of fiction. But even before 

Gothicism entered American novels, it seeped into other genres with 

varying degrees of success. Gothic elements found their way into the 

verse narratives of Philip Freneau. His nightmarish dream-vision, "The 

House of Night" (1799), for instance, depicts an encounter in a solitary 

palace with Death himself. 

Turning to view the object whence it came, 

My frightened eyes a horid form survey'd; 

Fancy, I own thy power--Death on the couch 

With fleshless limbs, at rueful length was laid. 

And o'er his head flew jealousies and cares, 

Ghosts, imps, and half the black Tartarian crew, 

Arc-angels damn'd, nor was their Prince remote, 

Bourne on the vaporous wings of Stygian dew. 

1. Philip Freneau, "The House of Night," Poems of Freneau, ed. 

by Harry Haden Clark (New York: Hafner, 1929), pp. 270-271. 

49 
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The poem is remarkable in anticipating the dark romantic verse of 

Coleridge and Byron, and it is the most impressive American Gothic poem 

before the macabre verse of Edgar Allan Poe. Generally, however, Gothic 

components did not fare well in American poetry. Gothic drama, on the 

other hand, flourished in 18th century America, largely through the ef

forts of William Dunlap. A close friend of Charles Brockden Brown, 

Dunlap adapted Ann Radcliffe's Romance of the Forest (1791) into the 

creaky and melodramatic play, Fontainville Abbey (1795). Prolific 

author that he was, Dunlap continued to employ Gothic components in many 

of his subsequent dramas. Oral Coad reports that with the first American 

production of M. G. Lewis's Castle Spectre in 1798, a deluge of dramas 

were written in the Gothic mode, and the stream ran steadily into the 

first half of the 19th century: "The hold of the Gothic idea on the 

playwright's imagination may be gaged from the fact that, as nearly as 

I can estimate, rather more than half of all the plays written in this 

country between 1785 and 1794 contain this element in greater or lesser 

o 
degree." The popular and enthusiastic acceptance of these dramas 

opened the flood-gates for the thundering wave of Gothic fiction which 

was soon to follow. 

Among the early American writers of innumerable short tales and 

sketches that belong within the Gothic sphere are some of the most 

distinguished authors of colonial times. Early American journals were 

deluged with short stories of mystery and terror, including some fine 

2. Oral Coad, "The Gothic Element in American Literature Before 

1835," Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 24 (1925), p. 79. 
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pieces by William Dunlap, C. B. Brown, John Neal, and Richard Henry Dana. 

Even the famed artist Washington Allston, whose renowned paintings bear 

the Gothic stamp, turned his hand to the writing of Gothic fiction. In 

the early decades of the 19th century the Gothic impulse persisted in 

the short stories of Washington Irving, especially in Tales of a 

Traveler (1824), and in John Greenleaf Whittier's Legends of New England 

(1831). Both Irving and Whittier create accomplished tales of terror by 

blending the mythopoetic materials of folklore and legend with pene

trating psychological interest. In some instances, Irving employed 

Gothic conventions in the sportive manner of parody, much as Jane Austin 

did in the satiric Northanger Abbey (1818). Nonetheless, many of his 

short pieces display his fascination with the aesthetics of terror and 

his knowledge of the Gothic form. Assessing the achievements of the 

early American fictionalists before Poe, Oral Coad asserts that "Irving 

3 
stands preeminent among the writers of Gothic tales . . . ." 

Edgar Allan Poe's contribution to the American Gothic tradition 

is so considerable that no discussion of the Gothic novel in America can 

proceed without some attention to the Gothicism of his short stories. 

Although he did not explore Gothic components in the novelistic genre, 

Poe has had an extensive influence on the later novelists writing in the 

dark romantic tradition. Poe elevated the Gothic aesthetic, refined the 

techniques and sharpened the terrifying images of the mode. Also, Poe 

continued the American tradition, initiated by Brockden Brown, of in

ternalizing the sources of terror and mystery. Most importantly, he 

3. Coad, p. 90. 
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emphasized the psychopathological dimensions of Gothicism by locating 

the most demonic and subversive powers within the human mind; and he 

complemented his dark and ironic attitude with cosmic skepticism. 

Poe was, of course, a self-conscious artist familiar with the 

literary traditions at home and abroad. In his recent evaluation of the 

impact of the European Gothic tradition on Poe's fiction, Maurice Levy 

concludes: "Poe infinitely surpasses the literary devices and recipes for 

terror which Radcliffe, Lewis, and their imitators had developed 30 

years earlier. Poe surpasses them, but he utilizes them. Without 

abandoning the images of the Gothic castle, the subterranean passages, 

the labyrinth, and the prisons of the Inquisition, he gives these loca-

4 
tions the new dimensions of prisons projected by anguish in dream." 

It is this new dimension of the projected dream, the unreal and phantas

magoric aura that enshrouds his best Gothic tales, that give the stories 

their subtle complexity and stunning effect. Poe's best tales seem more 

dreamed than told--phantasies that conceal more than they reveal. Out 

of the myriad components within the Gothic mode, Poe fused and fashioned 

his own Gothic aesthetic. Frederick S. Frank contends: 

His knowledge of various categories of horrific literature, 
the mad monologue, the gruesome confession, the suicidal and 

homicidal sketch, the short story chiller of the German school, 

aind the English Gothic novel itself are proved by a body of 

allusions, the texts of his own fiction and critical journal
ism. Poe was also sensitive to the internals of the Gothic 

movement, grasping as he did the technical and ideological 

qualities of the Gothic novel and redesigning both the machinery 

4, Maurice Levy, "Poe and the Gothic Tradition," ESQ 18 
(1st Quarter, 1972), p. 28. 
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and the outrageous aesthetics to build into his tales his own 

unique Esthetique du mal.5 

In tales such as "The Fall of the House of Usher," "Ligeia," and "William 

Wilson," Poe's aesthetic allows for multiple terrors as well as multiple 

responses from the reader, a strategy that depends upon a complex tape

stry of symbolism and the qualifying presence of irony. In his tales 

Poe attempted to bridge the gap between tha overt supernaturalism, 

horrors, and grotesqueries of the Gothic strain established by Walpole 

and M. G. Lewis and the "explained" supernaturalism, terrors, and psy

chological probings of the school of Radcliffe and Godwin. As a result 

of this blending, Poe's tales achieve an intended multiplicity of mean

ings that perplexes, teases, and challenges the emotive sensitivities of 

the reader. The example of Poesque duplicity and narrative ambiguity is 

discovered most notably in the works of Hawthorne and Melville, in some 

of the fictions of James, Faulkner, and Penn Warren, and in the whole 

school of minor authors that includes Ambrose Bierce and H. P. Lovecraft. 

Another essential element of Poe's fiction that influenced the 

development of the American Gothic tradition is the ironic skepticism 

that underlies much of his imaginative vision. Poe translates this 

attitude into his theory of "Perversity." On the one hand perversity is 

emblematic of the internal and irrational components of the psyche, the 

uncontrollable demonic urge for self-annihilation. On the other hand, 

perversity is a cosmic principle, that points to the ultimate absurdity 

5. Frederick S„ Frank, "Perverse Pilgrimage: The Role of the 

Gothic in the Works of Charles Brockden Brown, Edgar Allan Poe, and 
Nathaniel Hawthorne," Dissertation (Rutgers University, 1968), pp. 295-

296. 



of a grotesque existence. G. R. Thompson points to the metaphysical 

implications of Poe's theory of perversity: 

The universe created in Poe's fiction is one in which the 
human mind tries vainly to perceive order and meaning. The 
universe is deceptive; its basic mode seems almost to be a 
constant shifting of appearances; reality is a flux vari-
ously interpreted, or even created, by the incl.ividual human 
mind. In its deceptiveness, the universe of Poe's Gothic 
fiction seems not so much malevolent as mocking or "perverse. 116 
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In the nightmarish and macabre world depicted in Poe's Gothic tales, man 

is subjected to and victimized by the psychological and cosmic forces 

that mock and subvert htnnan reason, faith, and self-assurance. Poe re-

inforced the ironic skepticism that became a fundamental component of 

the dark romantic tradition in America. In his preface to the Tales of 

the Grotesque and Arabe _gue (1840), Poe admitted: "If in many of my pro-

ductions terror has bee n the thesis, I maintain that terror is not of 

Germany, but of the soul. 117 In this statement, Poe became a principal 

spokesman for an entire tradition of Gothic writers. 

Although Gothic ism made inroads into all genres of American 

literature, its profouncest influence was in the novel from its incep-

tion as a native literar form in the last decades of the 18th century. 

Gothicism has thus alwa y·s been a vital force in the rise of the American 

novel: and because oft~~ importance of the novel in American litera-

ture, it has been a power ful undercurrent in the American literary 

imagination and a shapi r.~ spirit that persists to the present time. 

6. G. R. Thomps~ n, Poe's Fiction: Romantic Irony in the Gothic 
Tales (Madison: Univer~i ~y of Wisconsin Press, 1973), p. 165. 

7. Edgar Allan ~oe, The Complete Works of Edgar Allan Poe: 
Vol, I, ed. by Ja.mes Har-i son :(New York: AMS Press, 1965), p. 151. 
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It is simply untrue, as Alexander Cowie contends, that "Gothic romance, 

g 
in point of fact, never really thrived on American soil." Cowie is 

correct, however, in his claim that the mode confronted particularly 

strong obstacles: the technical difficulties of adapting the mode to 

the American landscape and experience, the comparatively late beginnings 

of the genre, and the mode's weak didacticism. What is so remarkable 

about the development of the Gothic mode in American fiction is that it 

flourished in spite of these obstacles and in spite of the high-brow 

hostility that prevailed against novels of any type and against Gothic 

novels in particular. Joseph Dennie, the influential critic and editor 

of the Port Folio, cried out at the end of the 18th century against the 

excesses of Gothic fiction: 

Horrible description predominates. The authors go out of the 

walks of nature to find some dreadful incident. Appalling 

noises must be created. Ghosts must be manufactured by the 

dozens. A door is good for nothing, in the opinion of a 

romance writer, unless it creak. The value of a room is much 
enhanced by a few dismal groans. A chest full of human bones 

is twice as valuable as a casket of diamonds. Every grove 
must have its quiet disturbed, by the devil, in some shape 

or other.9 

This sentiment lasted into the 19th century. Edward Tyrell Channing, 

the eloquent Harvard professor of rhetoric, hypothesized that Gothic 

romances were doomed to early extinction because they failed to cor

respond to the actual American experience. Channing believed that 

Americans did not desire to contemplate "the terrible power, dark 

8. Alexander Cowie, The Rise of the American Novel (New York: 

American Book Company, 1951), p. 21. 

9. This excerpt is reprinted in Fred Lewis Pattee, "Introduc
tion," Wieland, Charles Brockden Brown (New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
World, 1926). • -
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purposes and inextricable toils of the contriver . . . The actions we 

esteem great or are prepared to witness and encourage, are useful 

rather than heroic, such as tend to make society happier, not such as 

disturb or darken it."^ However appalled and outraged some critics 

were, however cogently they argued against the dark and disturbing 

components of Gothicism, they could not stem the tide of novels which 

began to surge, nor could they extinguish the Gothic impulse. 

The first American novel, William Hill Brown's The Power of 

Sympathy (1789), is primarily a sentimental romance of seduction, but 

it contains several Gothic components and the thematics of the tale 

exposes a bleak and terrifying vision. In anticipation of a hostile 

critical reception, Brown prefaces his novel with the defensive posture 

of didacticism; his romance, he claims, has the high moral purpose of 

exposing the "dangerous consequences of seduction" and of setting forth 

11 
"the advantages of female education." Yet the slender volume is 

crammed with the sensational and melodramatic stuff of which popular 

fiction is made: contemporary scandal, adultery, seduction, the threat 

of incest, and suicide. The novel seems to open innocently enough, in 

close alignment with the conventional pattern of the Richarsonian 

prototype. In love with the beautiful but virtuous Harriet, the dashing 

and rakish Harrington wickedly plots to seduce her; eventually, however, 

10. Channing's comments are quoted in R« W, B, Lewis, The Ameri
can Adam: Innocence, Tragedy and Tradition in the Nineteenth Century 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955), p. 5. 

11. William Hill Brown, The Power of Sympathy, ed. by William S. 

Osborne (New Haven, Conn.: College and University Press, 1970), p. 29. 



57 

he is converted by her pristine fidelity and natural benevolence to the 

more wholesome act of marriage. But before the hero and heroine are 

blissfully united in wedlock, Harrington discovers that his intended 

bride is actually his half-sister, the illegitimate daughter of his 

father's perfidy. It is the father's past seduction, not Harrington's 

proposed one, that is the actual source of tragedy and horror in this 

novel. The sins of the father are visited upon his children; conse-

quently, Harriet dies in tormented anguish and Harrington, in despair, 

takes his own life. 

The novel arrives at its terri f ying vision covertly by subvert-

ing the professed moralism that Brown i ncludes as a decoy and a facade 

for the more disturbing elements of his vision. The . chief spokesman in 

the novel for the optimistic view of l i fe is Mrs. Holmes; it is she who 

expresses a sentimental view of existecce, who speaks of the bounty of 

good fortune for those of virtuous act ~ons and noble intentions, and who 

voices a faith in providence and the be nevolence of nature. Ironically, 

the young lovers who listen to her advi ce and conform to her values are 

ultimately destroyed through no fault f their own. 'Ihe subversive and 

terrifying components of the novel are emphasized by Leslie Fiedler who 

observes that "the terrible climax of couble death is described as the 

'triumph of Nature,' and Harrington is called 'the dupe of Nature.' But 

God, after all, is 'the author of Natur e'--and the book trembles on the 

12 
verge of blasphemy." In this respec · , William Hill Brown approaches 

12. Leslie Fiedler, Love and 1eath in the American Novel (New 
York: Dell, 1966), p. 123. 
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the ironic skepticism generally found in Gothic romances and anticipates 

the Poesque vision of "Perversity." The Power of Sympathy dramatizes, 

moreover, the eruption of irrepressible urges and demonic forces from 

the depths of human nature. William Hill Brown thus anticipates the 

full Gothic image of man caught and strangled in a web of unconscious 

desires and unfathomable cosmic forces, and victimized by the burden of 

the past. Just as the novel form becane established in America, the 

Gothic impulse infused with native forces to give rise to the dark ro-

mantic tradi tion of fiction. 

There seems, at first glance, little in the early American ex-

perience tha t would account for the development of the dark romantic 

tradition. There appeared to be too little here of the somber, mysteri-

ous, or terrifying, and there was no decadent culture or ominous sense of 

the past in the young colonies. Hawthorne pointed to this in his preface 

to The Marb 1e Faun in saying that it was extremely difficult to write a 

romance "abut a country where there is no shadow, no antiquity, no 

mystery, no picturesque and gloomy wrong, nor anything but a common

place prosp"=.rity in broad and simple daylight. 1113 Several decades later, 

Henry James echoed Hawthorne by complaining of the absence of "civiliza-

tion" in Am~ rican life. There seemed to be too little decay and darkness, 

too little f the ruin to enrich the soil out of which the darker images 

of imaginat ::.ve literature could grow. James was of the opinion "that 

the flowers of art bloom only where the soil is deep, that it takes a 

13. Nathaniel Hawthorne, "Preface," The Marble Faun (Ohio: 
Ohio State ~.niversity Press, 1968), p. 3. 
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great deal of history to produce a little literature, that it needs a 

14 
complex social machinery to set a writer in motion." To James, the 

atmosphere of America contained little to promote the development of any 

significant novelistic tradition, especially not a Gothic tradition. 

Nevertheless, several factors did give impetus to the establishment and 

growth of Gothicism in America. 

Several seeds of the Gothic tradition were embedded in the con

cepts of man, nature, and the supernatural brought to New England in the 

17th century. The New England Puritans accepted the doctrine of original 

sin; because of Adam's transgression, all his descendants are doomed to 

struggle with existence, groping and benighted. Inevitably man must 

bear the burden of the past, the heritage of sin and guilt bequeathed by 

Adam's fall. The Puritans subscribed also to the Calvinistic doctrine 

of innate depravity, which asserts that human nature is imperfect, sin

ful, and corrupt. Man is governed, the early Puritans believed, by 

"animal spirits" and "beastly and sensual passions"'''"* that subvert 

virtuous aspirations. Without the grace of God, man was powerless to 

overcome his demonic natural instincts, his invidious appetites and 

irrascible impulses. In short, the Puritans held that man was a victim 

of his own fallen and corrupted nature. To instill the fear of God into 

their parishoners, Puritan ministers conjured up images of man's dia

bolical iniquity and the Lord's terrifying vengeance. Michael 

14. Henry James,"Hawthorne," The Shock of Recognition, ed. by 

Edmund Wilson (New York: Modern Library, 1943), p. 428. 

15. Perry Miller, The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century 

(Boston: Beacon, 1939), pp. 261-265. 
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Wigglesworth, for example, employed Gothic components to drive home the 

horrific vision of his narrative verse "The Day of Doom" (1662). 

Gothicism is also intrinsic to Jonathan Edwards' famous sermon "Sinners 

in the Hands of an Angry God" (1741), a jeremiad in which man is com

pared to a loathsome insect suspended in dreadful torment above the 

abysmal pit of hell. Puritan horrors of damnation and the agonies of 

punishment anticipate the images of terror in the later Gothic works. 

Herman Melville correctly observed that the "power of blackness" derived 

its force from that "Calvinistic sense of Innate Depravity and Original 

Sin, from whose visitations, in some shape or other, no deeply thinking 

mind is always and wholly free."^ 

The Puritan insistence on introspection and self-analysis cor

responds to the Gothic quest, the inward descent into the darkness of 

the human heart. In innumerable private journals, Puritans tried to lay 

bare their sinful natures and their sinister drives. The divine Thomas 

Hooker enjoined in his sermon "A True Sight of Sin" (1659) that the man 

of good conscience must explore the "loathsome abominations that lie in 

his bosom" and descend into the "windings and turnings" of his own nature 

to discover the evil that makes man "a terror to himself." The Puritan, 

no less than the Gothicist, wished to expose "not merely the conscious 

duplicity of evil men, but the abysmal tricks which the subconscious 

can play on the best of men" and to shatter "without pity the sweet 

dreams of self-enhancement in which the ego takes refuge from 

16. Herman Melville, "Hawthorne and His Mosses," The Shock of 
Recognition, ed. by Edmund Wilson (New York: Modern Library, 1943), 

p. 192, 
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17 
reality." In this matter, the Gothicist inherits from his Puritan 

ancestor a keen interest in the psychological and even psychopathologi-

cal workings of the human mind. 

Besides such concerns and beliefs about human nature, a further 

native influence on the development of Gothicism in America was offered 

to the early colonists by the unknown and mysterious continent, itself. 

The Utopian vision of a new world paradise was quickly tempered by the 

actual experiences of the colonist of the harsh and sometimes brutal 

realities of the North American wilderness. Howard Mumford Jones, in 

his recent study of the formative years of American culture, 0 Strange 

New World, identifies the bleak aspect of the American landscape which 

"repelled and terrified" as well as fascinated many colonists: 

The unpredictable, the abnormal, the inhuman, the cruel, the 

savage, and the strange in terms of European experience were 

from the beginning part of the image of a land that was ours 

before we were the land's. The New World was filled with mon

sters animal and monsters human; it was a region of terrify

ing natural forces, of gigantic catastrophes, of unbearable 

heat and cold, an area where the laws of nature tidily govern

ing Europe were transmogrified into something new and strange. 

To the early colonists, America was the land of the sublime, of beauty 

mixed with terror, of immense horrors and unfathomable mysteries. If 

the first inhabitants came in expectation of an earthly paradise, what 

they discovered more nearly resembled a terrestial hell. In "God's 

17. Perry Miller and Thomas H. Johnson, "Headnote," The 

Puritans: A Source Book of Their Writings, Vol. I. (New York: Harper 

and Row, 1938), p. 285. 

18. Howard Mumford Jones, 0 Strange New World: American Culture. 

The Formative Years (New York: Viking, 1964), p. 70. 
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Controversy with New England" (1662), Michael Wigglesworth captures the 

demonic nature of the infant colony. 

A waste and howling wilderness, 

Where none inhabited 

But hellish fiends, and brutish men 

That Devils worshiped. 

This region was in darkness plac't 

Far off from heaven's light, 
Amidst the shadows of grim death 

And of eternal night.19 

Nature for the 17th century American was the source of palpable terrors 

as well as nameless apprehensions and astonishment. The excursion into 

the hostile wilderness frequently resembles the perilous journey of the 

Gothic quest: the voyage into a haunted, ominous, and horrific realm 

of labyrinth and maze. 

The savagery of the wilderness was particularly emphasized by 

the colonists' obsessive fear of the Indian. In at least one sense, the 

Indian metaphorically represented all that remained unredeemed and un-

regenerate in nature. The Puritan commonly projected evil onto the 

image of the Red-Devil; the dusky, heathenish savage became the alter-

ego of the "elected" white man and was symbolic of libidinous urges 

unleashed and unrepressed. To many, the Indian appeared as little more 

than a vicious, crazed animal which must be subjugated or exterminated. 

To others, the Indian was Satan personified, a supernatural force with 

sinister designs and machinations. An index to the early colonists' 

obsessive fears of the Indians is discovered in the numerous Indian 

19. Harrison T. Meserole (ed.), "God's Controversy with New 
England," Seventeenth Century American Poetry (New York: New York Univer

sity Press, 1968), p. 43. 
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captivity tales that flourished in the 17th and 18th centuries. Mary 

Rowlandson's captivity narrative, for instance, dramatizes with graphic 

detail the grotesque and horrendous experiences in the camp of the red-

skinned "hell-hounds." Remarkably, she resembles the Gothic heroine, 

pursued, captured, and threatened with unspeakable terrors, subjected 

to the vile malevolence of her captors. Her capture parallels the 

descent into the underworld and her narrative implies that the Indians 

are the legions of Satan himself. Unquestionably, her narrative is 

allegorical and intentionally symbolic. Roy Harvey Pearce has demon

strated that the actual experiences were often transformed into fiction 

20 
rather than given as factual description. The Gothic motifs of 

pursuit and capture, threats of defilement, dreadful torture, and 

harrowing escape are already anticipated in many of these gruesome tales 

of terror. 

The Puritan tendency to allegorize experience in terms of an 

eternal struggle between God and Satan and the good and evil in man also 

renders volatile fuel for the Gothic flame in America. The Puritan 

imagination deeply responded to a Manichaean iconography. The world was 

believed to be an arena of supernatural forces, of demons and witches. 

In Wonders of the Invisible World (1693) Cotton Mather paints a grim and 

bizarre portrait of tormented human existence, of man plagued by spectral 

terrors and demonic foes: 

20. Roy Harvey Pearce, "The Significance of the Captivity 

Narrative," American Literature 19 (1947), pp. 1-20. 
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The Wilderness through which we are passing to the Promised 

Land is all filled with Fiery flying serpents. But, blessed 

be God, none of them have hitherto so fastened upon us as to 

confound us utterly! All our way to Heaven lies by Dens of 

Lions and the Mounts of Leopards; there are incredible Droves 

of Devils in our way ... We are poor travellers in a ̂ -orld 

which is as well the Devil's Field, as the Devil's Goal; a 

world in which every Nook whereof, the Devil is encamped with 
Bands of Robbers to pester all that have their faces looking 

Zionward.^ 

In this passage Mather accentuates the supernatural terrors of the 

"wilderness" of existence enlivened by malevolent animism. The Puritan's 

spiritual pilgrimage through life, like the quest of the Gothic hero, is 

besieged by demonic forces and laden with perilous trials and dire 

traps. 

The most appalling example of the Puritan belief in malevolent 

animism and demonism is recorded in the history of the macabre and 

tragic turmoil that occurred in Salem during the final decade of the 

17th century. Because the New England Puritans maintained such an intense 

sense of Satan's duplicity, they were constantly alert to his wily 

stratagems to ensnare men; it was commonly held that Satan supported 

legions of diabolical emissaries on earth who aided him in his sub

versive mission. These legions included Indians, wizards, and witches 

who had traded their souls in secret covenants for extraordinary powers. 

Strong too was the Puritan fear of demonic possession, a paronoic 

anxiety that was ignited by numerous jeremiads and by such works as 

Increase Mather's Illustrious Provinces (1684) and Cotton Mather's 

intemperate Memorable Provinces Relating to Witchcraft and Possessions 

21. Cotton Mather, Wonders of the Invisible World (Boston: 

Houghton-Mifflin, 1948), p. 113. 
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(1689). Between 1647 and 1662, 14 individuals had been executed for 

witchcraft in Massachusetts and Connecticut, but for nearly 30 years 

Satan remained relatively quiet. But in 1691 he reared his grotesque 

head in the small, quiet Salem colony--or so many hysterically feared. 

Beginning with the mischievous acts of several young girls, the 

series of events and subsequent trial and execution of persons believed 

to be witches proceeded with relentless fury. By the time the catastro

phe plunged to its end, 55 people had confessed to witchcraft, nearly 

150 were imprisoned and awaiting trial, and 20 men and women had been 

executed. In his historical study of witchcraft George Lyman Kittredge 

observes that the episode in Salem was after all "a relatively small 

22 
incident in the history of a terrible superstition." Nevertheless, the 

dark and tragic episode indelibly stained the American imagination. 

American authors have repeatedly returned to the dire incident in scores 

23 
of dramas, poems, and novels and have discovered in this historical 

event some of the "ruin" that Hawthorne believed necessary to the 

development of romance. The American Gothic tradition found in this 

incident a terrifying support to their darkest fears and horrific 

visions about human nature, namely that the power of blackness, after 

all, does lurk within each man—a realization as terrifying as the 

Puritan belief in demonism. 

22. George Lyman Kittredge, Witchcraft in Old and New England 

(New York: Atheneum, 1972), p. 250, 

23. A succinct survey of these tales is provided in G. Harrison 

Orians, "New England Witchcraft in Fiction," American Literature 2 

(March, 1930), pp. 54-71. 
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All these components of the early American experience influenced 

the scope and direction of the Gothic tradition in America. They 

account for that sense of disquietude, skepticism, and irony that per

sists in our literature. They provided the basis of a distinctly somber, 

nightmarish, and shadowy mode of fiction. Richard Chase, in the American 

Novel and Its Tradition, assesses the impact of Puritanism on the con

sciousness of later American writers and concludes: "The American imagi

nation, like the New England Puritan mind itself, seems less interested 

in redemption than in the melodrama of the eternal struggle of good and 

evil, less interested in incarnation and reconciliation than in aliena-

24 
tion and disorder. As a result, the American literary imagination is 

25 
distinguished by its "profound poetry of disorder," a violent and melo

dramatic energy that often explodes into dark romanticism. Because it 

is flexible enough to incorporate the disparate aspects of the American 

experience and since the mode has the ability to sustain the irrecon

cilable dichotomies and paradoxes that generate the tensions of the most 

profound American rovels, romance has always allured our greatest and 

most sensitive authors. In support of their dark romanticism, these 

authors turned to :he folklore and legends of their native land. 

In Form ar.c Fable in American Fiction Daniel Hoffman accepts 

Chase's hypothesis that the rise and growth of native fiction has been 

channeled within t>>e romance tradition. He goes on to explore in this 

24. Richar-d Chase, The American Novel and Its Tradition 

(New York: Anchor, 1957), p. 11. 

25. Ibid., p. ix. 
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study the folklore, myths, and rituals that have contributed to American 

romance and demonstrates that the archetypal components have contributed 

significantly to the development of the Gothic tradition: "In a sense 

the folk imagination has always been Gothic in its acceptance of the 

26 
inexplicable, of the supernatural. In countless tales and legends 

phantoms of the past, real or imagined, are preserved and transformed 

intothe twilight visions of the macabre, the mysterious, and the 

bizarre. The archetypal contours of these myths and legends, as Carl 

Jung, Otto Rank, Joseph Campbell, and others have so persuasively indi

cated, are metaphorical representations of psychological forces, and 

the terrors and superstitions of these tales are formalized translations 

of the horrific images and fears that dwell in the unconscious sphere 

of the mind. The varied portents and wonders, the marvelous and pre

ternatural occurrences rendered in these dark myths and eerie legends 

provide yet further substance to the American Gothic tradition. Nearly 

all of the major Gothicists were aware of the mythopoetic materials of 

folklore and were greatly influenced by them. Daniel Hoffman, speculat

ing on the varied sources of the daemonic in the fiction of several 

authors, remarks: "Irving, Hawthorne, and Melville all read Mather's 

Magnalia and in their fiction drew on the witch lore there recorded. 

Irving heard with fascinated wonder the superstitions told in the 

chimney corner, while Mark Twain absorbed Negro lore from the slaves 

26. Daniel Hoffman, Form and Fable in American Fiction (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1965), p. 8. 
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of his uncle's farm. Melville was the shipmate of superstitious sailors; 

Hawthorne had his contacts with oral tradition as well as his intense 

immersion in the chronicle of the trials over which his forebear had so 

harshly presided. Supernatural lore became a part of the imaginative 

furniture of the popular mind, which these authors shared. They found 

27 
in that lore folk analogues to the paraphernalia of literary Gothicism" 

Folklore and myth continue to feed into the Gothic tradition in the 20th 

century in America, especially in the South where the popular imagina

tion continues to preserve the fascination with the past through legend, 

history, and fable. These mythopoetic materials have and still do in

fluence and enliven the heritage of our best and darkest romances. 

The archetypal terrors and haunting guilts which underlie the 

folklore and myths as well as the Manichaean iconography of the Puritans 

were dominant forces in shaping the tone and texture of the American 

romance tradition. Characteristically, American authors have trans

lated these fears and guilts into the nightmare images of violence, 

chaos, and dread, into the hallucinatory symbols and labyrinthine 

patterns of Gothicism. Consequently, our greatest and profoundest novels 

so often writhe out of the normal bounds of restraint or burst with an 

impassioned dynamism that disrupts formal order. American writers, 

William Van O'Connor aptly comments, "are terribly preoccupied with the 

28 
irrational, the unpredictable, the bizarre, with the grotesque." 

27. Hoffman, Form and Fable in American Fiction, pp. 31-32. 

28. William Van O'Connor, The Grotesque: An American Genre 

and Other Essays (Carbondals: Southern Illinois University Press, 1962), 

p. 4. 
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The preoccupation mounts to near obsession in those dark romantic authors 

who return again and again to the haunting themes of inscrutable and 

demonic forces, of inexplicable evils, of cosmic terrors, of human 

perversity, of psychopathological disturbances, of metaphysical 

skepticism--an horrific vision of the universe in the throes of a Gothic 

nightmare. In his justly celebrated study of classic American authors, 

D. H. Lawrence pointed to the subversive and demonic meanings lurking 

beneath the surface of our greatest and darkest literature: "You must 

look through the surface of American art, and see the inner diabolism of 

the symbolic meaning. Otherwise it is all mere childishness . . . 

Always the same. The deliberate consciousness of Americans so fair and 

29 
smooth-spoken, and the underconsciousness so devilish." From those 

deeper reaches of imagination into the underside of consciousness, a 

number of major American authors discovered the foundation for their 

Gothic visions. Leslie Fiedler is not amiss in asserting that "images 

of alienation, flight, and abysmal fear possess our fiction. Until the 

gothic had been discovered, the serious American novel could not begin; 

30 
and as long as that novel lasts, the gothic cannot die." 

29. D. H. Lawrence, Studies in Classic American Literature (New 

York: Viking, 1923), p. 83. 

30. Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel, 

p. 148. 
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The Gothic novel has survived with rather astounding vitality in 

America especially through the achievements of Charles Brockden Brown, 

Hawthorne, Melville, Faulkner, and Robert Penn Warren. 



CHAPTER 4 

BROCKDEN BROWN'S URBAN GOTHIC: ARTHUR MERVYN 

In both practice and precept Charles Brockden Brown displays a 

conscious concern with the tradition of Gothic romance. When he took up 

his pen in the last decade of the 18th century, there was no established 

literary tradition in America, and he understandably turned to a literary 

mode that was both popular and pliable enough to adapt to his own con

cerns and his own nation. When Brown first considered a literary career, 

Gothic novels were widely and enthusiastically read in England and 

America, and he undoubtedly had a close familiarity with these dark 

romances. George Snell in The Shapers of American Fiction contends that 

Caleb Williams. The Monk. The Castle of Otranto and the romances of Ann 

Radcliffe "all coming within a few years, made a powerful impression on 

(Brown). 

More specifically, two Gothic authors commanded Brown's atten

tion and admiration: Ann Radcliffe and William Godwin. By avoiding the 

excesses of horror and by eliminating the use of fatuous superstition 

and overt supernaturalism, Ann Radcliffe appealed to Brown's deep-seated 

rationalism, his concern with the "probabilities" rather than the miracu

lous. Brown accepted and expanded Radcliffe's theory of the "explained 

1. George Snell, The Shapers of American Fiction (New York: 

Dutton, 1947), pp. 36-37. 
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supernatural." In his fiction, Brown provided elaborate explanations 

for terrifying and seemingly mysterious events; ventriloquism, spontane

ous combustion, somambulism and hypnosis are among the plausible causes 

of terror in his works. Whereas Radcliffe was sure to unweave the spun 

mystery with a rational, though not always credible, explanation, Brown 

based his Gothicism on the psychological and scientific theories which 

were popular in his day. William Godwin provided a stronger influence 

on Brown's novels. In reading Caleb Williams Brown discovered that the 

Gothic mode could be used as a complex vehicle to embody philosophical 

speculations and psychological probings. Just as he was launching his 

literary career, Brown claimed that he would attempt "a work equal in 

2 
extent to Caleb Williams," and though the Godwinian stamp is on all of 

his major fiction, it is never so pronounced as in Arthur Mervyn. Like 

Godwin, Brown was concerned in his novels with the analysis of the 

3 
"private and internal operations of the mind." Like Godwin too, the 

young American novelist discovered in his fiction a dark realization 

which belied his philosophical idealism. 

Taking a cue from his Gothic predecessors, Brown argued for the 

imaginative freedom of romance. Contrasting history with romance, he 

observed: 

The observer or experimentalist who carefully watches, and 

faithfully enumerates the appearances which occur, may claim 
the appellation of historian. He who adorns these appearances 

2. Quoted in Alexander Cowie, The Rise of the American Novel 

(New York: American Book Co., 1951), p. 71. 

3. William Godwin, "Preface," Caleb Williams (New York: Holt, 

Rinehart and Winston, 1960), p. xxvii. 
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with cause and effect, and traces resemblances between the 

past, distant, and future, with the present, performs a 

different part; he is a dealer, not in certainties, but in 

probabilities, and is therefore a romancer.^ 

This statement in its emphasis on motivation anticipates Hawthorne's 

own defense of romance as the exposition of the "truth of the human 

heart." The romancer does not confine himself to factual certainties, 

but plunges beneath surface appearances to the "probable" realities. 

Brown's statement also touches upon the pervasive Gothic theme of the 

indissoluble link between past action and present circumstance; the 

romancer explores not merely what happened, but the results of previous 

occurrences as they affect later events and characters. 

Brown's debt to early English Gothicists, though large, is often 

overestimated. Like many another early American author, he made a solid 

plea for a distinct American literature: "He who shall examine objects 

with his own eyes, who shall employ the European models merely for the 

improvement of his taste, and adapt his fiction to all that is genuine 

and peculiar in the scene before him, will be entitled at least to the 

praise of originality.""' While many of his contemporaries were willing 

to imitate the style and substance of the literature produced on the 

Continent and in England (e.g., Isaac Mitchell's The Asylum describes a 

castle on Long Island complete with moat and drawbridge!), Brown 

attempted to find in the actual American landscape a natural setting for 

4. Quoted in Warner Berthoff, "Introduction," Arthur Mervyn 

(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1962), p. xii. 

5. Charles Brockden Brown, "Advertisement," (for the unpublished 
novel Skywalk). Reprinted in David Lee Clark, Charles Brockden Brown 

(New York: AMS Press, 1966), p. 160. 
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his Gothic romances. In the "Preface" to Edgar Huntly, he claimed the 

merit of "calling forth the passions and engaging the sympathy of the 

reader" by means "hitherto unemployed": 

Puerile superstition and exploded manners, Gothic castles 
and chimeras, are the materials usually employed for this 
end. The incidents of Indian hostility and the perils of 
the Western wilderness are far more suitable; and for a 
native of America to overlook these would admit of no 
apology.6 

Thus Brown seriously undertook the task of naturalizing and domesticat-

ing the basis of American Gothic novels by establishing sources of 

terror native to the American scene. In Edgar Huntly he explored the 

possibilities of the Gothic mode by locating action in the howling 

wilderness, in labyrinthine caves, and amidst Indian savagery and man-

eating panthers. By so doing, Brown initiated a tradition later de-

veloped in the dark romances of James Fenimore Cooper, William Gilmore 

Sinnns, and Robert Montgomery Bird, and much later in dime novel 

Westerns. 

In contrast to the wilderness settings of Edgar Huntly, the 

setting of Arthur Mervyn is primarily that of a city, and the Gothic 

strategy of this novel proved the most profound native influence on the 

dark romances of Hawthorne, Melville, and other American authors . working 

within the Gothic tradition. Brown's influence is so fundamental to the 

American literary imagination that George Snell has claimed that he in

augurated the "apocalyptic" school of American fiction. 7 Leslie Fiedler 

6. Charles Brockden Brown, "To the Public," Edgar Huntly (New 
Haven, Conn.: College and University Press, 1973), p. 29. 

7. George Snell, The Shapers of American Fiction, p. 33. 
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has credited Brown with "the invention of the American Gothic." In 

Love and Death in the American Novel, Fiedler asserts: 

Charles Brockden Brown, single-handed and almost unsustained, 
solved the key problems of adaptation, and though by no means 

a popular success, determined, through his influence on Poe 

and Hawthorne, the future of the gothic novel in America.9 

But in recent years there has been a tendency in critical esti

mation of Brown's fiction to devaluate or deny Brown's Gothicism. For 

example, James H. Justus admits that Brown is the founder of American 

Gothic fiction, but argues that Arthur Mervyn "does little to exemplify 

it." Rather, Justus claims that this novel belongs to the developmental 

novel which traces the initiation of "the young man from the provinces" 

into maturity; "Brown's version ushers in what might be called, for lack 

of a better term, the homiletic Bildungsroman. The sunniest of Brown's 

novels, Arthur Mervyn ends happily.Robert D. Hume's consideration 

of Brown's relation to the Gothic tradition is better informed. He 

bases his analysis on three major dissimilarities between Brown and 

European Gothic writers: first, none of Brown's novels has the character

istic "distinct setting" removed from ordinary standards of probability; 

secondly, his stories lack truly impressive heroic villains; thirdly, he 

does place an innocent victim in a position where virtue and reason 

apparently cannot prevail against the villain's evil powers. Hume 

8. Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel (New 

York: Dell, 1966), p. 126. 

9. Ibid., p. 145. 

10. James H. Justus, "Arthur Mervyn, American," American 
Literature 42 (November 1970), p. 306. 
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claims: "Brown, though he does place his characters in jeopardy, makes 

11 
a point of allowing their virtue and strength of mind to protect them." 

Hume agrees with Justus that Arthur Mervyn is to be read as a 

Bildungsroman rather than as a Gothic romance. These objections are of 

fundamental significance to the classification of Arthur Mervyn as a 

Gothic romance and deserve careful consideration and response. 

By turning to the city of Philadelphia and by presenting events 

in the recent past, Brown departed from the conventional Gothic focus on 

remote times and settings. The readers of early Gothic romances were 

often comfortably insulated from the "realities" of the terrors these 

novels disclosed. Horrible and frightening events usually took place 

in the distant past and in foreign countries. This distancing made more 

plausible the supernaturalism and superstition that was employed in these 

works, and the unfami'iiarity of the general setting reinforced the read

er's willing suspension of disbelief. Like the fairy-tale, the early 

Gothic romances stressed their own fictional basis; they made no pre

tense to being "realistic." The action takes place "once upon a time" 

and "in another country." The reader could be assured that the evils 

and horrors which these romances exposed had no direct effect upon him, 

as all had been resolved so many years ago and so far, far away. In 

Arthur Mervyn, however, such is not the case. 

Published in two parts in 1799 and 1800, Arthur Mervyn records 

the misadventures of a rustic and seemingly naive youth as he is swept 

11. Robert D. Hume, "Charles Brockden Brown and the Uses of 

Gothicism: A Reassessment," ESQ 18 (First Quarter 1972), p. 11. 
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into the "confusion and panic" of Philadelphia in the plague year of 

1793. The territory and time would have been familiar to the contempo

rary reader and the bleak experience of the plague would have still been 

fresh on the imagination of the reader. From the first, Arthur Mervyn 

was praised for its realistic detailing of scenes which depict the 

horror of the city in the throes of disaster and death. But Brown 

placed his tale in this familiar setting for reasons which go beyond a 

desire for realism, as several recent commentators have recognized. The 

terrifying urban world in the midst of a deadly plague emphasizes the 

image of the city as a complex and intricate web of intrigue and 

iniquity. In The American Adam. R. W. B. Lewis notes that Brown's urban 

12 
world is an "impenetrable network of secret and corrupt liaisons." 

Arthur himself has an uneasy sense and negative opinion of the city 

before he even sets out from his rural home. Even as he puts together 

his few belongings in preparation for his journey, he has distasteful 

preconceptions and intimations of the dread urban scene. "Discords and 

evil smells, unsavory food, unwholesome labour, and irksome companions, 

13 
were, in my opinion, the unavoidable attendants of a city." His actual 

encounter with the urban world discloses to him a cauldron of horrors, 

physical and moral, which exceed his worse expectations. Not only are 

12. R. W. B. Lewis, The American Adam: Innocence. Tragedy, and 

Tradition in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1955), p. 97. 

13. Charles Brockden Brown, Arthur Mervyn (New York: Holt, 

Rinehart and Winston, 1962), p. 22. Subsequent references to this edi

tion will be parenthetically cited. 



78 

the ravages of the plague more frightening than he had anticipated, but 

he is repeatedly made the victim of fraud and deception. 

Before he even arrives in the city, several inn-keepers easily 

swindle him out of the meager funds that he had begun with. He foolish

ly forgets his bundle of possessions on a doorstep, and when he returns 

he sadly discovers that it has been taken. He thinks himself fortunate 

later when another youth offers him a hearty meal and accommodations for 

the evening. The youth takes Arthur to a strange home and abruptly 

leaves him in a dark room. To his dismay, Arthur soon learns that he 

has been made the victim of a cruel trick, as he is nearly discovered by 

the actual owner of the house. He manages to sneak out after spending 

several uncomfortable hours in a cramped closet, but he is compelled to 

leave his shoes behind. Friendless, penniless, exhausted and destitute, 

Arthur continues his "barefoot pilgrimage." 

Turning up an "uninhabited and unpaved" street, Arthur finally 

comes upon a mansion "of the loftiest and most stately order." Here, 

then, is a modern embodiment of the Gothic castle, an imposing edifice 

which seems to the youth "a palace." It is here that Arthur will even

tually take up residence, for this mansion is currently occupied by 

Welbeck, the master of duplicity and villainy, who offers Arthur assis

tance in exchange for secretarial services. The house becomes the scene 

of the youth's most terrifying experiences. Arthur on several occasions 

attempts to escape from it, but each time returns, like a murderer fasci

nated with the scene of the crime. The mansion is a paradoxical symbol 

of that which Arthur both fears and desires. On the one hand, it 
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represents the magnificence and opulence which Arthur desires. On the 

other hand, it provides a deceptive facade of cultural attainment for 

the evils of forgery, seduction, fraud, and even murder. It is the chief 

embodiment of those claustrophobic fears which possesses Arthur's imagi

nation. Arthur confesses to a haunting dream: 

I conceived myself lying on the brink of a pit whose bottom 

the eye could not reach. My hands and legs were fettered, so 

as to disable me from resisting two grim and gigantic figures, 

who stooped to lift me from the earth. Their purpose methought 

was to cast me into the abyss. My terrors were unspeakable, and 

I struggled with such force, that my bonds snapt and I found 

myself at liberty (pp. 140-141). 

Like many another Gothic victim, Arthur is continually haunted with the 

threat of imprisonment or confinement within closed containers. As we 

have seen, one of his first misadventures finds him entrapped within a 

closet. Later, when the youth helps Welbeck to bury Watson beneath the 

mansion, he fears that Welbeck plans to abandon him in those "darksome 

and murky recesses." On several occasions, Arthur narrowly escapes 

premature burial, and in one instance he is forced to hide from the 

authorities in a small attic space. For Arthur, the threats are not 

merely the result of paranoic delusions; they are the grim realities 

that he everywhere encounters. 

But Mervyn's attempted flight from the confines of mansion and 

even the confines of the city itself offers no final comfort or relief. 

Rather, his several excursions outside the mansion expose him to other 

forms of treachery and malice, as well as the fear of being stricken by 
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the plague. There seems to be no final refuge, no place beyond the 

reach of contagion or villainy. The countryside is no exception. Death 

stalks the rural byways as well as the city streets. At one point, 

Arthur finds temporary comfort at the home of Hadwin, an elderly farmer 

who befriends him; however, when he returns to the Hadwin farm a second 

time, he discovers that his friend has died and that Susan Hadwin is in 

her last hours. The country, too, supports the corrupt and avaricious 

Phillip Hadwin, who lays claim to his brother's estate and leaves desti

tute his remaining niece, Eliza, for whom Arthur claims much affection, 

Phillip Hadwin is the rural counterpart of the urban villain, Welbeck. 

The network of corrupt forces is everywhere operative, and villains are 

everywhere encountered. 

The primary villain of the novel, it seems, is Welbeck; his 

damnable evil deeds extend into all areas of action. Although he manages 

to present an attractive facade of virtue and nobility, he remains to the 

last unregenerate. Arthur's suspicions of Welbeck are first raised when 

in the midst of the night he observes his employer leaving the room of a 

young woman whom he has been led to believe is Welbeck's daughter. Later, 

when he detects the girl's "marks of pregnancy,"he concludes that the in

iquity of Welbeck descends to "the blackest and most stupendous of all 

crimes,"incest (p. 72). Clemenza is not, however, the actual daughter of 

Welbeck, but a young girl whose entire fortune has come into his hands. 

Not only does he defraud her of her rightful inheritance, but when her 

condition becomes evident, he has her removed to a house of ill-repute. 

Nor is this the first instance of Welbeck's illicit passion. He 
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confesses to Arthur that he had at one time seduced his friend's sister, 

and was the chief cause of the disintegration of the entire family that 

had befriended him. These, and other sinister deeds, are revealed to 

Arthur when he comes upon Welbeck standing above the corpse of Watson. 

In a mixture of pride and remorse, Welbeck confesses in detail his 

history of crimes, which range from seduction and deception to forgery 

and murder. 

If Welbeck were simply sinister and insensitive, Hume would be 

accurate in excluding him from the ranks of Gothic villains who repre

sent moral paradox. Hume contends that Welbeck and Brown's other vil

lainous characters lack tragic stature: "worse, they all turn out to be 

rather mean figures; whining, tricky, or demented, but not terrifying 

14 
or possessed of moral complexity which also rouses sympathy." However, 

Welbeck is not merely evil incarnate, nor is he simple in nature; he 

maintains enough self-awareness to condemn his own actions as immoral, 

even as he is compelled to repeat them. He confesses to Arthur: 

One tissue of iniquity and folly has been my life; while my 

thoughts have been familiar with enlightened and disinterested 

principles. Scorn and detestation I have heaped upon myself. 
Yesterday is remembered with remorse. Tomorrow is contemplated 

with anguish and fear; yet every day is productive of the same 

crimes and of the same follies (pp. 80-81). 

Despite Hume's assertions, the enormity of Welbeck*s crimes and the 

nature of his self-consciousness secures for him a prominent position 

among Gothic villains. 

14. Hume, "Charles Brockden Brown and the Uses of Gothicism: 

A Reassessment," ESQ 18 (First Quarter 1972), p. 11. 
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Also Welbeck gains the respect, if not the sympathy, of char

acters within the novel as well as the reader. He seems to be propelled 

to his infamous deeds by forces.beyond his control. He admits to un

governable desires and "incurable passions." Like Godwin's Falkland, he 

is both villain and victim, agent of and object of duplicity. He has 

been defrauded of his wealth by other dishonest businessmen; Thetford 

manages to involve him in a shipping scheme and then swindles him out 

of his original investment. Even Arthur contributes to the financial 

wreck of his former benefactor. Thinking that Welbeck has committed 

suicide, Arthur returns to the mansion and there discovers a consider

able fortune sealed within the pages of a book in Welbeck's library. 

To his horror, Welbeck suddenly reappears in search of the fortune which 

the youth has already hidden. Welbeck, too, is dismayed at discovering 

Mervyn; ironically, it is Welbeck who feels haunted: "What is this? Are 

you here? In defiance of pestilence, are you actuated by some demon to 

haunt me, like the ghost of my offenses, and cover me with shame?"(p. 183). 

In this reversal of roles, the relation of Arthur to Welbeck closely paral

lels that of Caleb Williams to Falkland. The persecutor is now the 

persecuted. Mervyn, like Caleb, is his master's chief tormentor. 

In order to get Mervyn to relinquish control of the stolen bank 

notes, Welbeck attempts to convince the youth that they are actually 

forgeries; in a perverse spirit of righteousness, Arthur abruptly thrusts 

the notes into the fire. Shocked and outraged, Welbeck exclaims, "Maniac! 

Miscreant! To be fooled by so gross an artifice! The notes were genuine. 
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The tale of their forgery was false, and meant only to wrest them from 

you. Execrable and perverse idiot! Your deed has sealed my perdition" 

(p.202). Rightly, Welbeclc feels himself to have been victimized by 

Arthur; the youth's actions do contribute to his mentor's final doom. 

Between their first and final encounters, Welbeck falls greatly in for

tune; both wealth and luck have deserted him. Near the conclusion of 

the novel, Welbeck is a dissipated and imprisoned pauper, and it is 

Arthur who brings him the news of the death of his child by Clemenza 

Lodi. Arthur paints the tragic scene of the distracted mother and dying 

infant in lurid colors, and Welbeck then recognizes Mervyn as his "in

fernal messenger." Clasping his head between his hands, Welbeck cries 

out, "Chant elsewhere thy rueful ditty! Vanish! If thou wouldst not feel 

in thy heart fangs red with blood less guilty than thine" (p.322). In all 

the agony of remembrance, Welbeck points to Arthur as the agent of his 

and Clemenza's victimization, because it is the youth's meddling which 

has wrought such havoc. Welbeck continues, 

What! This is the villain that rifled my cabinet; the maker 

of my poverty and of all the evils which it has since engen
dered! This has led me to a prison. Execrable fool! You 

are the author of the scene that you describe, and of horrors 

without number and name (p. 322). 

In spite of Arthur's protestations of innocence, the impact of Welbeck's 

accusations are never wholly erased, and the culpability of Mervyn's acts 
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is never dissipated. Those wronged by Arthur's "perverse" impetuosity 

are never compensated within the course of the narrative, in spite of 

Arthur's professed "good intentions." Welbeck dies in prison, and 

Clemenza's lost fortune is never replaced. Furthermore, as the for

tunes of others disintegrate, Mervyn's prospects proportionately rise, 

through no small effort of his own. As the tale unravels, it becomes 

increasingly evident that Arthur does not remain the naive ingenue that 

he first seems. 

The development of Arthur's character as he comes to grips with 

the sinister exploits of villainous characters has direct bearing on 

Hume's third objection to Brown's place in the Gothic tradition. Hume 

argues that the English Gothic writers generally place the innocent in 

situations where virtue and reason cannot prevail against the villain's 

Machiavellian evil. The prevailing attitude of the Gothicist, therefore, 

is a fundamental skepticism about whether reason and goodness can over

come the forces of evil and irrationality. Brown, Hume believes, places 

characters in "jeopardy," but allows them the protection of "virtue and 

strength of mind." But this is simply not true; a close scrutiny of 

Brown's major fiction reveals that the sinister forces which the novels 

explore are never defeated. Particular villains are, of course, 

destroyed, but this is true of classical British Gothic romances too. 

Evil characters are eliminated, but the genuine source of iniquity is 

never fully drained. In the case of Arthur Mervyn, the basic miscon

ception resides in regarding the novel as a Bildungsroman or simply as 

an "ordeal of innocence." K. Bernard has incorrectly remarked, "But 
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despite the constantly shifting world around him, he (Arthur) adheres, 

right or wrong, to his principles of goodness and virtue, and in the end 

proves himself to the world as the person he says and knows he is; he 

imposes his values on the world around him.Quite the opposite is 

true. Brown's characterization of Arthur is much more subtle and ironic 

than Bernard's comment suggests. Mervyn proves to be much different 

from the person he claims he is. He does succeed in the material world, 

but not because of his innate qualities of goodness and virtue; rather, 

it is his strong determination and will which allows him to more than 

survive. And in prevailing, Arthur exhibits still other characteristics 

far different from those he boasts of. 

Brown sought in this novel to render, not the prototypic Horatio 

Alger tale of success or the picaresque adventures of a youth resembling 

the Franklinesque persona of the Autobiography, but a Gothic romance 

depicting the sacrifice of innocence and the triumph of the demonic. 

In Arthur Mervyn Brown manages to shift the conventional pattern 

of the Gothic novel in the direction of the standard hero. It is Arthur, 

not Welbeck, who becomes the center of focus, and it is his nature which 

demonstrates the moral paradox that traditionally was reserved for the 

complex villain-hero. Symbolically, Welbeck's relation to Mervyn is 

paternal, but unlike most progeny of Gothic villains, the youth profits 

greatly from the experience of his elder. Furthermore, Arthur admits 

his enormous debt to his benefactor. Mrs. Wentworth, who maintains 

doubts about Arthur's true character and motives, questions him about 

15. Kenneth Bernard, "Arthur Mervyn: The Ordeal of Innocence," 

Texas Studies in Literature and Language 6 (Winter 1965), p. 447. 
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his "unfortunate" connection with the charleton, Welbeck. Arthur 

interrupts her, exclaiming, 

Unfortunate! Dear Madam! How unfortunate? It has done away 

a part of my ignorance of the world in which I live. It has 

led me to the situation in which I am now placed . . . My 

knowledge of Welbeck has been useful to me. It has enabled me 

to be useful to others. I look back upon that allotment of my 
destiny which first led me to his door, with gratitude and 

pleasure (pp. 341-342). 

Arthur does indeed profit by the example of Welbeck. At tht beginning 

of his adventures he admits that he set out for the city so that he 

might "build a name and fortune" for himself, and by the conclusion of 

the novel he has done just that. 

But fame and fortune are not really the reward for stalwart 

virtue and goodness in this case. Arthur's encounters with others re

veal the youth's opportunistic instincts; this is most clearly dramatized 

in his fluctuating prospects for marriage. Arthur's affections readily 

shift according to circumstance and opportunity. 

The first candidate for Mervyn's affections is Clemenza Lodi. 

When he is taken into Welbeck's mansion, he is charmed to think that 

there are marvelous prospects of eventual marriage with a rich heiress. 

Because he resembles her deceased brother, Arthur notices that he 

forcibly affects Clemenza, He continues to reason that frequent associa

tion would reduce social barriers between them and that prospects would 

have the use favorable for their union: "Time would level impediments 

and establish familiarity, and this intercourse might foster love and 
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terminate it—marriage!"(p.54). As soon as he discovers that Clemenza is 

pregnant and penniless, his desires are no longer directed this way. 

Later, when Mervyn flees to the country, he is befriended by 

Hadwin, who takes him into his own home. Arthur is overjoyed at his 

new situation: "Methought I could embrace him as a father, and entrance 

into his house, appeared like return to a long-lost and much-loved home 

(p. 116). It takes him little time to discover that his affections are 

now disposed to Hadwin's daughter Eliza. Mervyn admits that for her he 

feels "latent palpitations and indefinable hopes," but these are kept in 

check as two obstacles present themselves. In the first place, Hadwin 

is a conscientious Quaker, and Arthur is not of that faith; secondly, 

Hadwin1s possessions, if divided between his two daughters, would be 

"too scanty" for either. Arthur considers two alternatives: to "feign 

conversion," or to win her consent to a secret wedding. However, press

ing matters interrupt, and Mervyn returns to the city before any definite 

plans are concocted. Upon his return to the farm, the situation is sig

nificantly altered, since Hadwin is then dead and Eliza's sister on her 

death bed. It is only then that Arthur's passions are revived, but his 

train of thought as he considers the benefits of these changes discloses 

the priority of his desires. Arthur muses: 

The impediments which then existed, were removed. Our union 
would no longer risk the resentment or sorrow of her excel

lent parent. She had no longer a sister to divide with her 
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the property of the farm, and make what was sufficient for both 

when living together, too little for either separately (p. 278). 

He continues on in this vein, remarking that even in his gaudiest and 

most dazzling fantasies all he had aspired to was a "hundred acres of 

ploughland and meadow." Under present circumstances, he believes, more 

than this is within his reach. 

It is only after he has contemplated these "exquisite and perma

nent enjoyments," that his thoughts turn to love, and even then his 

sentiments are highly qualified. He asks, "Was I not in love, and did 

I not pant after the irrevocable bonds the boundless privileges of 

wedlock?"(p.279). Yet Arthur controls his passion and panting when another 

unforeseen obstacle arises; Hadwin had left a will which left his brother 

Phillip Hadwin the executor of his estate and guardian of his daughter. 

At Arthur's instigation, Eliza burns the will, but he is foiled once 

again, since the Hadwin farm had been mortgaged to Phillip previously. 

Mervyn seeks an interview with Phillip Hadwin, but he is dismissed as a 

"young rogue" and a "sharper." Eliza's uncle refuses to return the 

property, and Mervyn returns empty handed. This change in Eliza's situ

ation, Arthur confesses, "necessarily produced a change in my views with 

regard to my friend" (p.297). Accordingly, his "affections" are soon 

directed elsewhere. 
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Achsa Fielding is the woman to whom Arthur finally attaches him

self. She is a curious choice after his affection for Eliza, because in 

many ways the two women are exact opposites. Whereas Eliza is a lovely 

young girl of rural simplicity, Achsa is a dark, unattractive, mature 

woman six years his senior. Moreover, Achsa has been previously married, 

but she "possessed considerable and even splendid fortune"(p.398). This 

attribute, one gathers, tips the scales in her favor. And while Arthur 

regards Eliza as a sister, Achsa represents to the youth all the security 

of a mother. He admits, "her superior age, sedateness and prudence, 

gave my deportment a filial freedom and affection, and I was fond of call

ing her 'mamma "'(p.380). Mervyn, seemingly so transfixed by her maternal 

image, initially seems reluctant to consider her as a possible mate. 

When Dr. Stevens suggests that Mrs. Fielding might make Arthur a desir

able wife, the youth expresses incredulity, flatly denying the possi

bility of marriage. Dr. Stevens then baits Arthur by raising a number 

of incurable objections. He reminds Mervyn of her advanced age and that 

she has been a wife and a mother already. Arthur responds that these 

are, in fact, advantages, as they have fortified her sensibilities and 

experience. Dr. Stevens continues the dialogue: 

But she is a foreigner: independent of control and rich. 
All which, are blessings to herself and to him for whom 

her hand is reserved; especially if like me, he is indigent. 
But then she is unsightly as a night hag, tawney as a moor, 

the eye of a gypsey, low in stature, contemptibly diminuitive, 
scarcely bulk enough to cast a shadow as she walks, less luxur

iance than a charred log, fewer elasticities than a sheet pebble. 
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Hush! Hush! blasphemer!--and I put my hand before his 

mouth—have I not told you that in mind, person and condition, 

she is the type after which my enamored fancy has modelled my 

wife (p. 416). 

Arthur's fatuous and affected responses actually do reveal his unspoken 

motivations; it is Mrs. Fielding that he desires all along, but is re

luctant to admit it. As the exchange with Dr. Stevens reveals, Mervyn 

has good cause for his embarrassment, since it seems that the "blessings" 

of wealth are her most desirable attributes. Moreover, through Achsa's 

generosity Arthur is able to bring to the city his beloved Eliza to 

whom he pledges the allegiance of a brother! The novel concludes with 

no simple marriage, but a symbolically incestuous menage k trois. 

Through his varied adventures, Arthur has acquired a wife, a reputation, 

and a fortune for himself. 

In the course of the novel, therefore, Arthur's destiny is con

siderably altered, and his change of situation is paralleled by a change 

in his character--or perhaps it would be more precise to claim that the 

Welbeckian aspect of duplicity and ambition becomes more predominant in 

his nature. This metamorphosis of character is actually a recurrent 

theme in Brown's novels, as much of his fiction deals with the motif of 

transformation. The demonic villainy which is so obviously represented 

in Welbeck is a latent but controlling force in Arthur's nature. The 

alter ego relationship between Welbeck and Mervyn greatly resembles that 

between Godwin's Falkland and Caleb, or even Brown's own Huntly and 

Clithero. Arthur is, as one critic has observed, "a chameleon of 
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convenient virtue" who can with little effort "assume the form and role 

that others wish him to assume.Donald A. Ringe takes this line of 

analysis a step further by comparing Arthur to Carwin, the Gothic 

villain of Wieland; both are remarkable for their perverse actions and 

17 
their ability to justify all actions by rationalizing motives. The 

youth who seems to enter the tale as a stock hero in Gothic fiction is 

transformed in Arthur Mervyn into a villain himself; Brown's tale sug

gests that beneath the thin veneer of benevolence and righteousness, 

lies a more complex and sinister web of duplicity. The vision of human 

nature which this novel supports is bleak, for it focuses on a para

doxical split of character. In the figure of Arthur, Brown exposes the 

demonic, irrational, and subversive psychological forces which uncon

sciously direct behavior and mold character. In Arthur Mervyn is drama

tized the Gothic concern with the "good-bad" nature of man, the shift

ing character of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. 

The effectiveness of Brown's Gothicism does not depend simply 

upon a series of shocking scenes or horrifying events. What is actually 

terrifying in this novel lies not in the evil machinations of a professed 

and unregenerate infidel, but in the actual motivations and psychology 

of a youth who seems to act out of good intentions for virtuous ends; in 

this novel, as in Brown's other Gothic works, innocence does not prevail 

over villainy; rather, the two forces of evil and virtue are inextricably 

bound together. The novel concludes in a dubious and skeptical vein as 

16. Warner Berthoff, "Introduction," p. xvii. 

17. Donald A. Ringe, Charles Brockden Brown (New York: Twayne, 

1966), p. 83. 



92 

duplicity seems to triumph over naive faith, as success is purchased at 

the sacrifice of innocence. Ambition, cunning, and smooth rationaliza

tions aid Mervyn in his quest for a fortune, rather than innate virtue, 

honesty, and innocence. Warner Berthoff speaks to the heart of the 

matter when he suggests that Brown's vision is ironic: 

But the moral irony in the contrasts between the hero's prig

gish reflections on events and the melodrama of his actual 
career is remarkably consistent. Brown's presentation of 

the ordinary contradictions of human behavior might reasonably 
be construed as a counterstatement to the rational optimism of 

Enlightment psychology and ethics. The symbols of doubt and 

fear punctuating his vision of civil society may be seen as 

challenging some of the new American republic's profoundest 

hopes.18 

Brown's exploration of human nature in his fiction gave rise to a skepti

cism which helped to shape the fiction of the tradition of American 

Gothicism represented in the novels by Hawthorne, Melville, Faulkner, 

and Penn Warren. 

Like the British Gothicists who preceeded him and the American 

novelists who followed him, Brown depicted in his fiction the terrifying 

eruption of the demonic. The world exposed in his novels is one in 

which acts of savagry and brutality prevail; insanity, madness, fanati

cism, or delusions are the common plight of man; it is a world in which 

appearances are deceptive and individuals are rarely aware of their own 

compulsions and motivations. In this world man is "unknown to 

19 
himself." A passage in Edgar Huntly provides a gloss to Brown's 

18. Warner Berthoff, "Introduction," p. xviii. 

19. "The Man Unknown to Himself" was the subtitle to the un

published novel Skywalk. See David Lee Clark, p. 160. 
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fiction as a whole: "How little cognizance have men over the actions and 

motives of each other! How total is our blindness with regard to our 

20 
own performances." In this situation lies the genuine terror of 

Brown's Gothic fiction. The author of Arthur Mervyn believed ultimate 

evils and horrors are present not only in the corrupt and degenerate 

social order, or in the exceptionally depraved villain, but in the 

private psyche of each man. The subversion of placid reason and noble 

intentions may occur at any moment. Arthur Mervyn brings these demonic 

forces to the surface in a world terrifying and terribly familiar. 

20. Charles Brockden Brown, Edgar Huntly (New Haven, Conn.: 

College and University Press, 1973), p. 250. 



CHAPTER 5 

HAWTHORNE'S HAUNTED HOUSE 

Throughout his literary career, Nathaniel Hawthorne maintained 

a deep and abiding interest in the Gothic traditions of both Britain and 

his native land. Randall Stewart records that the young Hawthorne was an 

enthusiastic reader of Gothic romances, and that at an early age he had 

read many of the major and even a few of the minor authors who had 

written in this genre, including Walpole, Radcliffe, Lewis, Godwin, 

Maturin, and Hogg.^ Moreover, Hawthorne frequently read Blackwood's 

Magazine, a periodical which displayed a predilection for those darker 

tales of mystery and terror that continued to be popular during the first 

half of the 19th century. 

Undoubtedly, Hawthorne carefully read and was influenced by 

those American authors who contributed to the development of the dark 

Romantic strain in American literature, especially Brown, Washington 

Irving, and Poe. Hawthorne paid particular tribute to Charles Brockden 

Brown in his tale, "The Hall of Fantasy," where Brown appears in the 

paragraph surveying the chief masters of imaginative literature. Be

ginning with Homer, the passage runs through an impressive list includ

ing Shakespeare, Spenser, Milton, and Scott, and concludes with "our 

1. Randall Stewart, Nathaniel Hawthorne: A Biography (New 

Havenj Conn.: Yale University Press, 1948), p. 8. 

94 
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2 
countryman, the author of Arthur Meryyn. In this acknowledgment is 

Hawthorne's belief that American literature was come of age. He too, 

of course, was creating fiction that would insure him a permanent posi

tion in this hall of fantasy. Like Brown before him, Hawthorne achieved 

this goal by working within the Gothic tradition. 

The influence of the conventions and concerns of the Gothic mode 

is pervasive in Hawthorne's fiction from his earliest to his last works. 

His first novel, Fanshaw, contains several scenes of terror and melo

dramatic suspense, and nearly half of the tales in Twice-Told Tales and 

Mosses from an Old Manse belong within the dark romantic tradition. Of 

his major works, The Scarlet Letter, The House of the Seven Gables, and 

The Marble Faun lie within the Gothic sphere and the several unfinished 

romances that he was working on at the end of his life display a pre

occupation with Gothic materials to a marked degree. N. F. Doubleday 

correctly observes that "the Gothic vein runs deeper in his imagination 

than his collected fiction indicates . . . Hawthorne was clearly planning 

within the Gothic convention, and he seems to have had an impulse to use 

3 
it more than he actually did." Doubleday bases his conclusion on the 

numerous passages from Hawthorne's notebooks which contain suggestions 

for possible stories, suggestions which often contain the kernal of 

mystery and terror—an odor from a corpse, a mysterious knocking, a 

secret panel, a book of magic, a dreadful secret which makes the hearer 

2. Nathaniel Hawthorne, "The Hall of Fantasy," Mosses from an 

Old Manse (Boston: Riverside Press, 1892), p. 198. 

3. Neal Frank Doubleday, Hawthorne's Early Tales: A Critical 

Study (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1972), pp. 52-53. 
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insane, an eerie grave-side scene. From such Gothic threads Hawthorne 

wove finely textured macabre tales. 

How curious, then, that as late as 1859 Hawthorne remarked in 

the "Preface" to The Marble Faun, 

No author, without a trail, can conceive of the difficulty of 
writing a romance about a country where there is no shadow, 
no antiquity, no mystery, no picturesque and gloomy wrong, 
nor anything but a commonplace prosperity, in broad and simple 

daylight, as is happily the case with my dear native land. 

It will be long, I trust, before romance-writers may find con
genial and easily handled themes, either in the annals of our 

stalwart republic, or in any characteristic and probable events 
of our individual lives. Romance and poetry, like ivy, lichens, 

and wall-flowers, need ruin to make them grow.^ 

Had he not already discovered in his own New England soil the necessary 

ruin to nurture the Gothic roots of dark romance? Did he not explore in 

his previous works the "deeper psychology" of individuals, and had he 

not already examined the decadence in the American past. Nearly all of 

Hawthorne's fiction belies the claim that "our stalwart republic" is a 

land of commonplace prosperity and broad and simple daylight. Hawthorne 

knew only too well of the American shadows. And no other of his major 

romances displays more shadow, antiquity, mystery, and gloomy wrong in a 

work whose setting is native and familiar than The House of the Seven 

Gables. Hawthorne's supreme achievement in adapting Gothic fiction to 

the American scene. 

This romance's position in the Gothic tradition has long been 

recognized. Jane Lundbland, Harry Levin, and Daniel Hoffman have each 

4. Nathaniel Hawthorne, "Preface," The Marble Faun (Ohio: Ohio 
State University Press, 1958), p. 3. 
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pointed to the Gothic machinery of this novel. In "Hawthorne's Gables 

un-Garbled," Phillip Young provides a succinct summary of several of the 

Gothic elements: 

. . .  a  p o r t r a i t  w i t h  m a g i c  r e a c t i o n s ,  a  s e c r e t  s p r i n g  b e h i n d  

it, a hidden document, a secret drawer, the rumor of a buried 

fortune in English guineas; ghostly music presaging death, a 

"strange Grimalkin" that haunts the garden, the sorcery of 

the Maules; a mysterious crime, a dark wrong, somewhere in 

the past; an hereditary curse--"blood to drink."6 

These elements are, however, but the mere trappings of the romance; 

Hawthorne's Gothicism goes much further as it shapes the spirit and de

termines the very structure and meaning of the novel. The influence of 

the Gothic mode is felt on various aspects of character, plot, tone, 

tension, and thematics in The House of the Seven Gables. 

This romance is a significant contribution to the American 

Gothic tradition, not only because it displays a sophisticated use of a 

number of Gothic elements and develops complex characters from conven

tional Gothic types, but also because it profoundly explores central 

themes which are recurrent in this genre. At the core of Gothic litera

ture is a fundamental concern with the historic past that becomes a 

burden upon those characters existing at the time of narrative action. 

Parallel to this theme of "the sins of the father" is a juxtaposition of 

two social orders: an old order of decaying aristocracy and a newer and 

5. Jane Lundbland, Nathaniel Hawthorne and the Tradition of 

Gothic Romance (Uppsala, Sweden, 1946), pp, 117-125. Harry Levin, The 

Power of Blackness: Hawthorne, Poe, Melville (New York: Vintage, 1958), 
p. 80. Daniel Hoffman, Form and Fable in American Fiction (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1965), p. 187. 

6. Phillip Young, "Hawthorne's Gables un-Garbled," Three Bags 

Full (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1967), p. 120. 
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surging democratic liberalism, which by its very nature is anti-

establishment and in conflict with the traditional patrician class. 

Much of the tension generated in Gothic romances derives from the in

tense conflict between the past and the present and between these two 

social orders. These are among the primary thematic interests contained 

in the first Gothic novel, The Castle of Otranto, and they have remained 

part of the legacy from Walpole, Radcliffe, Godwin and the other early 

Gothicists that Hawthorne chose to assume. 

Hawthorne establishes these Gothic concerns in the early stages 

of The House of the Seven Gables. Assuming the mantle of the author of 

"Romance" (as differentiated from the "realism" of the novelist), 

Hawthorne asserted in his "Preface" several conditions of authorship 

that shed light on his association with the Gothic tradition. As an 

author of romance, he reserves the latitude to "mingle the Marvellous" 

with actual substance in order to "deepen and enrich the shadows of the 

picture." Also, in order to imbue his romance with historical perspec

tive, the author "attempts to connect a by-gone time with the very 

Present that is flitting away from us."^ And finally the author 

announces that he has embodied the highly Gothic moral that doing of one 

generation lives into the successive ones, and, divesting itself of 

every temporary advantage, becomes a pure and uncontrollable mischief" 

(p. 2). 

7. Nathaniel Hawthorne, The House of the Seven Gables (Ohio: 
Ohio State University Press, 1965), p. 2. Subsequent references to this 

edition will be parenthetically cited. 
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In the opening of the Romance itself, the narrator briefly 

sketches the history of the old Pyncheon family in order to illuminate a 

"chain of events" linking the past with the present and to illustrate 

"how much . . . old material goes to make up the freshest novelty of 

human life" (p. 6). The house itself becomes a symbol for both the decay 

and disintegration attendant upon temporal progression and the degenera

tion of the once prestigious and wealthy family. Moreover, the house 

has been erected on property that the old Colonel Pyncheon acquired by 

criminal means from the original owner, and the remnants of the older 

dwelling serve as the foundation of the present structure. The present 

has been built upon the vestiges of the past in more than one sense. 

The descendants of both families have inherited the sins of their an

cestors, and are made to inherit the familial traits and guilt. Judge 

Pyncheon retains the land, pride, and materialistic greed of the deceased 

Colonel, while Holgrave (actually a disguised Maule) inherits the energy, 

mysterious mesmeristic power, and secret knowledge of the Pyncheon's 

missing deed. The deed, another emblem for the legacy of the past, has 

not come down to the progeny of the late Colonel, and the narrator 

emphasizes the point that, 

. . . the weaknesses and defects, the bad passions, the mean 

tendencies and the moral diseases which lead to crime, are 

handed down from one generation to another, by a far surer 

process of transmission than human law has been able to 

establish, in respect to the riches and honors which it seeks 

to entail upon posterity (p. 119). 

This, however, in Hawthorne's fiction, is but one way in which the sins 

of the fathers are visited upon the children. 



100 

The interpenetration of past and present is reinforced through 

the Gothic element of a family curse. Hawthorne does not simply borrow 

the curse as "machinery" to invoke foreboding fatality. Rather, the 

mysterious deaths of three patriarchal Pyncheons indicate the continuity 

of the family guilt and each instance reinforces the credibility of the 

curse which the first Matthew Maule invoked upon his enemy: "God will 

give him blood to drink" (p. 8). The first apparent victim of the curse 

is the old Colonel, whose "iron energy of purpose" leads him to appro

priate the property of the Maules; he is also instrumental in the con

viction and execution of the young Maule for the "strange horror" of 

witchcraft. The Colonel's enjoyment of his new mansion is short-lived 

for he is soon discovered dead, his beard saturated with blood. 

The iron-hearted Puritan--the relentless persecutor—the grasp

ing and strong-willed man--was dead! Dead, in his new house! 
There is a tradition--only worth alluding to, as lending a 

tinge of superstitious awe to a scene, perhaps gloomy enough 
without it--that a voice spoke loudly among the guests, the 

tones of which were like those of old Matthew Maule, the exe

cuted wizard:--"God hath given him blood to drink!" (p. 16). 

The second victim of sudden and mysterious death is old Jaffrey Pyncheon, 

and although Clifford is accused of his murder, rumor and superstition 

point to the tragic event as another instance of the family curse. The 

final victim of the curse, or so he seems, is Judge Pyncheon, who re

sembles his ancestors in both stern aspect and iron will. The Judge 

inherits the aristocratic pride and the family mansion, the symbolic 

vessel of Pyncheon pretension, and thereby he must bear the burden of 

the familial guilt and curse. Each of the descendants is free to lift 

the curse, but each fails out of an individual act of pride. By freely 
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accepting the benefits of their patrimony, they are consequently doomed 

by the liabilities of the past. 

Clearly, Hawthorne's house of the seven gables is a contemporary 

version of the Gothic castle; and Hawthorne was careful to specify and 

develop this association. He compares the Pyncheon mansion at one point 

to a "gray, feudal castle," and at another describes the ornamental ex

terior as "conceived in the grotesqueness of a Gothic fancy" (p. 11). 

The mansion, like Gothic castle, is a unifying symbol of the romance 

and it links past to present. Like the hereditary traits and family 

curse of the novel, the house is passed on from generation to generation. 

Moreover, the house has a spatial significance; it is a living tomb, a 

haunted chamber, a heart-like dungeon: "So much of mankind's varied 

experience had passed there--so much had been suffered, and something, 

too enjoyed--that the very timbers were ooxy, as with the moisture of a 

heart. It was itself like a great human heart, with a life of its own, 

and full of rich and somber reminiscences" (p. 27). With its "life of 

its own," its malevolent animism, the house is not so much possessed as 

it "possesses" its present occupants. The dark and decaying mansion 

seems to be the container of aristocratic pretension, of demonic forces 

and inexplicable supernaturalism. 

Like so many of these Gothic structures, Hawthorne's house is 

haunted by a number of ghosts, who in each instance symbolically figure 

the tyranny of the past. The first specter to inhabit the dwelling is 

the executed Matthew Maule upon whose "unquiet grave" Colonel Pyncheon 

was to construct his new mansion. 
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His house would include the house of the dead and buried wizard, 

and would thus afford the ghost of the latter a kind of privilege 

to haunt its new apartments, and the chambers into which future 
bridegrooms were to lead their brides, and where children of 

the Pyncheon blood were to be born (p. 9). 

The second ghost who takes up residence here is the old Colonel himself. 

With characteristic qualification, Hawthorne reveals: "To the thoughtful 

mind there will be no tinge of superstition in what we figuratively ex

press, by affirming that the ghost of a dead progenitor—perhaps as a 

portion of his own punishment—is doomed to become the Evil Genius of 

his family" (p. 21). Hawthorne employs a mysterious portrait, another 

standard Gothic element, to make the ghostly presence of the Colonel 

more palpable. For the dead man's posterity, this portrait is a continu

al reminder of their gloomy past. Hepzibah pays devout allegiance to 

the grim visage, since he is to her an embodiment of the aristocratic 

status which the family once had. To Clifford, the painting is a 

horrific reminder of the original family sin of which he has become a 

victim. Upon the present inhabitants, the face of the old Puritan looks 

down "like a ghost, and a most ill tempered and ungenial one" (p. 110). 

The specter of Alice Pyncheon also plays an important and elaborate role 

in the Romance. Beautiful and accomplished, Alice had become the victim 

of the second Matthew Maule's revenge; the once vain and epicine maiden 

came under Maule's mesmeristic powers and finally "met with some great 

and mysterious calamity." She had "grown thin and white, and gradually 

faded out of the world. But, even now, she was supposed to haunt the 

House of the Seven Gables ..." (p. 83). 
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Hawthorne's most extensive supernaturalism is reserved for the 

grand finale of the romance: a parade of ghosts leaving the house as 

the curse is broken. The same scene reveals the dead Judge in the 

house's parlor. In this extraordinary chapter, "Governor Pyncheon," the 

narrative tone undergoes considerable transformation as Hawthorne hurls 

satiric darts at the absurd corpse. Although he admits that "Ghost-

stories are hardly to be treated seriously any longer" (p. 279), he 

nevertheless makes a little "sport with the idea." There then follows 

a fantastic and macabre scene in which the Colonel and all the other 

dead Pyncheon ancestors assemble before the somber portrait. Even the 

ghost of the recently deceased Judge appears. Hawthorne presents this 

spectral cavalcade with grim humor that is seriously intended. At the 

conclusion of the scene he apologizes somewhat for indulging his fancy, 

and hints at the significance of the fantasy in this way: 

The fantastic scene, just hinted at, must by no means be con

sidered as forming an actual portion of our story. We were 

betrayed into this brief extravagance by the quiver of the 

moonbeams; they dance hand-in-hand with shadows, and are re

flected in the looking-glass, which, you are aware, is always 

a kind of window or doorway into the spiritual world (p. 281). 

The supernaturalism has symbolic, if not literal truth. Hawthorne's 

narrative stance as a "romancer" allows him to include ghosts and other 

supernatural phenomena, but he is careful to indicate that he is merely 

reporting what legend or superstition or even rumor has made of the 

event. Or, as in this instance, he admits to exercising the imaginative 

freedom permissible to the romancer. Hawthorne often scrupulously 

juxtaposes supernatural and natural possibilities in this novel and 

allows the reader to reject or accept the daemonic explanation according 
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to his own predilections. The supernatural potential is effectively 

suggested, but never insisted upon. 

The attempt to bridge the gap between the supernatural sphere 

and the actual world is made by Hawthorne in yet another way. Two 

characters in The House of the Seven Gables have an actual existence but 

share a ghostly nature. In Clifford and Hepzibah, Hawthorne's use of 

the supernatural has become totally naturalized, for these two char

acters have physical lives which are integrated with an other-wordly 

nature. Like the ghosts whom they resemble, they represent the extent 

of the death-in-life atmosphere which pervades Hawthorne's Gothic 

mansion. Hepzibah is a withered old maid who remains reclusive in the 

dismal mansion which was "expressive also of the long lapse of mortal 

life" (p. 5). It is only out of dire necessity that she resumes inter

course with the external world and rather than to allow herself to be

come dependent upon her cousin, Judge Pyncheon, she reluctantly opens 

her small cent-shop. In depicting Hepzibah's response to the shop 

door's bell, Hawthorne infuses realistic detail with folklore: "The 

maiden lady arose upon her feet, as pale as a ghost at cock-crow; for 

she was an enslaved spirit, and this the talisman to which she owed 

obedience" (p. 42). Clifford is even more explicitly delineated by 

Hawthorne as a ghost. This old man who just returned from prison is 

said to have been "long buried" and rumored to be "summoned forth from 

his living tomb" (p. 22). His very nature lacks substance. 

Continually, as we may express it, he faded away out of his 

place, or, in other words, his mind and consciousness took 

their departure, leaving his wasted, gray, and melancholy 
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figure—a substantial emptiness, a material ghost—to occupy 

his seat at table (p. 105). 

Of the dreadfulness of his situation, Clifford is all too painfully 

aware. He recognizes that so long as he remains within those ancestral 

walls he will be less than alive, and upon three occasions he attempts 

to escape. Sitting at his arched window, Clifford covertly observes 

the heterogeneous flux of humanity on the street below and he is com

pelled to "plunge into the ocean of life," but before he manages to leap 

off the balcony he is restrained by Hepzibah and Phoebe. Shortly there

after, he makes a second abortive attempt, and crosses the threshold 

only to experience the shock of the actual world. Clifford sadly 

realizes: "We are ghosts! We have no right among human beings--no right 

anywhere, but in this old house which has a curse upon it, and which we 

are doomed to haunt" (p. 169). Finally, the venture is once again made 

after the death of the Judge to escape from the realm of death-in-life 

of The House of the Seven Gables into the physical world which lies 

outside. But escape after so many years of non-being is impossible, 

and their excursion into the "midst of life" is inevitably doomed. 

Attempting to flee time and self, they journey through space only to 

discover, "This one old house was everywhere" (p. 258). 

In contrast to all these ghosts and ghost-lilce characters, there 

-are three individuals of substance and positive action: Judge Pyncheon, 

Holgrave and Phoebe. Hawthorne preserves in this Romance the triadic 

character matrix usual in Gothic fiction: the figures of villainous 

authority, of distressed and vulnerable womanhood, and youthful heroism. 

These remain the primary characters in The House, but Hawthorne continues 
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the shift in characterization which Brown had established in his Gothic 

novels. The emphasis is displaced from the Gothic villain and is re

directed to an exploration of the more complex nominal hero and heroine, 

a change in concentration which persists in the American Gothic tradi

tion. 

In The House of the Seven Gables Judge Pyncheon is unmistakably 

the Gothic villain. Even before he is introduced, his oppressive 

presence is felt; as Hepzibah prepares her small shop for the first day's 

business she glances out the window cautiously "as if she conceived 

some bloody-minded villain to be watching behind the elm tree, with 

intent to take her life" (p. 39). Shortly thereafter the Judge does 

appear, and his physical description suggests rigidity and malevolence: 

"at his present age, his brow was too heavy, his temples too bare, his 

remaining hair too gray, his eye too cold, his lips too closely com

pressed" (p. 57). If this were not enough, Hawthorne stresses the 

similarity of countenance and character between the living Judge and the 

deceased wicked Colonel whose portrait casts an ominous shadow through

out the house. The Judge, like his Puritan ancestor, is a master of 

hypocrisy; while he shows to the world his "liberal expenditure," he, 

like his 17th-century ancestor, is a man of close-fisted iron grip. 

The Judge also manages to keep up the facade of "broad benignity," but 

he shares in nature with the Colonel the "remorseless weight and hardness 

of his character in the conjugal relation" (p. 123). Whereas the dead 

ancestor had worn out three wives before his own expiration, the Judge 

has married but once to a girl who receives her "death-blow," it is 
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rumored, on the honeymoon. Legend has it, moreover, that the Judge's 

youth was consumed in wild dissipation, and he had proved himself to be 

"an apparently irreclaimable scapegrace." 

The brutish, the animal instincts, as is often the case, had 
been developed earlier than the intellectual qualities, and 

the force of character, for which he was afterwards remark

able, He had shown himself wild, dissipated, addicted to low 

pleasures, little short of ruffianly in his propensities, and 

recklessly expensive ..." (p. 311). 

Furthermore, it is averred that this young man "was tempted by the 

devil" (p. 311). Here, then, is the Faustian pact, the bargain with 

Satan which reflects on the moral duplicity and iniquity of the Gothic 

villain. In his lust and greed, the Judge is responsible for the death 

of his uncle and the conviction of Clifford, his innocent cousin. The 

Judge's crimes are even more damnable than the Colonel's, for the Judge 

sins against his own family. His violation of the members of his family 

continues into the present time; when Clifford is released from prison, 

the Judge makes several attempts to extract from the feeble recluse 

knowledge of the missing deed. He threatens that if Clifford or Hepzibah 

refuses to comply with his demands, Clifford will be sent to a mental 

institution. In an early chapter in which Hepzibah attempts to prevent 

Jaffrey's entrance, his latent violence is immediately brought to the 

surface: "a red fire kindled in his eyes; and he made a quick pace for

ward with something inexpressibly fierce and grim, darkening forth, as 

it were, out of the whole man. To know Judge Pyncheon, was to see him 

at that moment" (p. 129). 

Like so many of the Gothic villains, the Judge too is given over 

to his libidinous drives which result in sexual "transgression." With 



108 

usual decorum, Hawthorne reveals that like the old Colonel, the Judge 

"had fallen into certain transgressions to which men of his great de

velopment, whatever their faith or principles must continue liable 

. . (p. 123). This dimension of the Judge's villainy is dramatized 

in the encounter between Phoebe and himself upon their initial meeting. 

The Judge, attempting to kiss his young and fair cousin, finds himself 

in the "absurd predicament" of kissing the mere space from which Phoebe 

has withdrawn in repulsion. Hawthorne ironically compares this scene 

with "Ixion embracing a cloud." The myth to which he alludes portrays 

the punishment of Ixion for his attempted seduction of Hera. Phoebe's 

response is instinctive: "The man, the sex, somehow or other, was entire

ly too prominent in the Judge's demonstrations of that sort" (p. 118). 

It is no wonder that Phoebe recoils and blushes under his look. 

In many respects Phoebe bears a close resemblance to those 

victimized virgins who populate Gothic fiction. In her characteriza

tion, Hawthorne makes an intricate adaptation of the distressed innocence 

which plays so important a part in the romances of Walpole, Radcliffe, 

Brockden Brown and other Gothicists. Phoebe is an ingeneau who is 

dependent upon the goodness and generosity of others in her search for 

the security of home and family. Nevertheless, she is successful in 

warding off the various threats to her innocence which are promoted not 

only by the Gothic villain, as we might expect, but also by her would-

be rescuer, Holgrave. Phoebe's character is complex, and her role in 

the novel is of primary importance. Alfred J. Levy, in an extended 

analysis of her role, remarks: 
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Soon after her introduction, Hawthorne goes to some lengths 

to establish her on both the realistic and symbolic levels. 

He does this by associating a realistic detail (the white 
roses of her bed chamber) with her, to indicate her symbolic 

repudiation of the complex web of evil spun round the musty 

old house.8 

While it is generally true that Phoebe has something of the "angelic" 

and spiritual about her, it is an overstatement to refer to her as 

"divine innocence." In fact, Phoebe displays some curious powers which 

are often attributed to a white witch, whose sorcery is generally used 

for restorative purposes. Hawthorne refers to her "homely witchcraft" 

and "inscrutable charm." He goes on to say at one point: "her dreams 

of the past night, being such cheerful ones, had exorcised the gloom, 

and now haunted the chamber in its stead" (p. 72). The young girl is 

endowed with "a kind of natural magic, that enables these favored ones 

to bring out the hidden capabilities of things around them" (p. 71). 

Unlike many early Gothic heroines who remain passive victims, Phoebe 

combats the evil spectral powers with some mystical forces of her own. 

To an even greater extent, the character of Holgrave is paradoxi

cal; on the one hand, he resembles the archetypal Gothic hero who is 

rewarded with the hand of the young heroine after the defeat of the 

villainous paternal seducer. On the other hand, Holgrave displays many 

of the attributes which are usually reserved for the Gothic villain. 

Holgrave, the last descendant of a family line which has been associated 

with witchcraft, has inherited from his forebears the powers of mesmerism 

"The mantle, or rather, the ragged cloak of Matthew Maule, had fallen 

8. Alfred J. Levy, "The House of the Seven Gables: The Religion 

of Love," Nineteenth Century Fiction 16 (December, 1961), p. 1197. 
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upon his children. 'lb.ey were half-believed to inherit mysterious attri

butes; the family eye was said to possess strange power" (p. 26). 

Furthermore, i t is suggested that the Maules can exercise a secret in

fluence over people's dreams. Both of these powers, Hepzibah comes to 

believe, are related to Holgrave's dabbling with the "Black Art," and 

when Phoebe expresses dismay at his possible lawlessness, her maiden 

aunt conclude s , "I suppose he has a law of his own!" (p. 85). Holgrave 

does indeed have a law of his own, but the law under which he directs 

his actions evolves from the secret revenge against the historical ene

mies of his f amily, the Pyncheons. 

'Ibe role of Holgrave as a daguerreotypist has a special signifi

cance in this context, for the pictures he produces are the modern 

versions of the mysterious Gothic portraits which magically project the 

interior nature and past crimes of the framed figure. Holgrave's photo

graphs of the Judge reveal another aspect of his character which is 

usually hidden to the world's eye. When the daguerreotypist passes a 

photograph of the Judge to Phoebe, the girl asstnnes that it is a copy of 

the Colonel's portrait. 'Ibe photograph is able to mysteriously reveal 

the link between the past and present sinister characters. In this 

instance, Hawt!1orne invests modern science with supernatural powers in 

his continued 3 ttempt to naturalize Gothic materials. 

Holgrave nearly emerges as the Gothic villain in the scene in 

which he rela tes to Phoebe the strange history of Alice Pyncheon, a tale 

which reveals :1is own familial heritage, mesmerism and revenge. 'lb.e 

short story, i- self an interpolated Gothic tale, has a profound effect 
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on the young auditor. Like Alice before her, Phoebe too comes under the 

mesmeristic power of a Maule. 

A veil was beginning to be muffled about her, in which she 

could behold only him, and live only in his throughts and 
emotions. His glance, as he fastened it on the young girl, 

grew involuntarily more concentrated; in his attitude, there 

was the consciousness of power, investing his hardly mature 

figure with a dignity that did not belong to its physical 

manifestation. It was evident, that, with but one wave of 

his hand and a corresponding effort of his will, he could com

plete his mastery over Phoebe's yet free and virgin spirit; 

he could establish an influence over this good, pure, and 

simple child, as dangerous, and perhaps as disastrous, as that 

which the carpenter of his legend had acquired over the ill-

fated Alice (pp. 211-212). 

The situation is awful and terrifying, for it is this crime, the be

trayal of the human heart and the perversion of another's soul, which 

is the most heinous transgression in Hawthorne's fiction. Holgrave 

grasps the seriousness of his position and fortunately relinquishes the 

opportunity of revenge against the Pyncheons: "he forbade himself to 

twine that one link more, which might have rendered his spell over 

Phoebe indissoluble" (p. 212). Finally, Holgrave returns to the role-

of the Gothic hero when he resumes his actual identity, abandons his 

"scorn," and confesses his love for Phoebe. In this manner, the pattern 

of the Romance is brought into line with the conventions of the Gothic 

denouement. 

The final portion of The House of the Seven Gables moves toward 

a fortuitous and joyful conclusion. The union of Holgrave and Phoebe 

shifts the Romance toward fulfillment and promise as the two representa

tives of the conflicting families acknowledge their mutual love. It is 

of no small importance that this occurs immediately following the 
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discovery of Judge Pyncheon's corpse, since it is at this moment that 

the oppressive forces of the past give way to the promise of the future 

and the reality of the present. 

And it was this hour, so full of doubt and awe, that the miracle • 

was wrought, without which every human existence is a blank. 
The bliss, which makes all things true, beautiful, and holy, 
shone around this youth and maiden. They were conscious of 

nothing sad or old. They transfigured the earth and made it 

Eden again, and themselves the first two dwellers in it 

(p. 307). 

Phoebe brings to her environment the natural grace and vibrant love, that 

mystical force which is regenerative and, in a sense, redemptive. A new 

social order is formed as Holgrave and Phoebe prepare to journey to 

their new home, taking with them Clifford and Hepzibah and the ancient 

Uncle Venner. By so doing, the youthful couple reconfirms the continuity 

with the past in a spirit of love rather than emnity. Only at this 

moment of reconciliation can the haunting spirit of Alice Pyncheon— 

"after witnessing these deeds, this by-gone woe, and this present happi

ness, of her kindred mortals"--float heavenward in peace. 

However, Hawthorne's Gothicism opened to a vista which is con

siderably darker than this light ending suggests. Hawthorne was aware 

of this dilemma and in a letter to a close friend, admitted: ["The novel] 

. . . darkens damnably towards the close, but I shall try hard to pour 

9 
some setting sunshine over it." Hawthorne did succeed in casting over 

his Romance rays of sunshine, but as Herman Melville was to fathom: 

"You may be witched by his sunlight . . . but there is a blackness of 

9. To James T. Fields, November 29, 1850. Ms. Collection of 

Norman Holmes Pearson. 
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darkness beyond; and even his bright gildings but fringe and play upon 

the edges of thunder-clouds."^ Just after reading The House.. Melville 

wrote to Hawthorne an appreciative letter in which he pointed to two 

scenes in particular which struck his imagination most: the scene in 

which Clifford makes his suicidal attempt to throw himself from the 

window; and the scene where the judge remains seated in his ancestral 

chair. Significantly, in these two scenes Hawthorne explores the terror, 

chaos, and darkness which lie at the core of the Gothic vision. 

In the first scene, Clifford is seized by an irresistible impulse 

as he gazes below from his solitary window to "the mighty river of life, 

massive in its tide, and black with mystery ..." (p. 165). As a ghost

like figure, he has become awed, terrified by "that vast rolling vehicle, 

the world, the end of whose journey is everywhere, nowhere" (p. 160). 

In the second scene, the "subtile, worldly, selfish, iron~hearted 

hypocrite," Judge Pyncheon, is sitting in silence in the parlor of the 

decaying mansion. As "dreary night" advances, the sable gloom and dark

ness descend upon the frozen corpse and cloak the swarthy whiteness of 

the man's face. The narrator describes the eerie scene: 

The features are all gone; there is only paleness of them 

left. And how looks it now? There is no window! There is 

no face! An infinite, inscrutable blackness has annihilated 
sight! Where is our universe? All crumbled away from us; 
and we, adrift in chaos, may hearken to the gusts of homeless 

wind, that go sighing and murmuring about, in quest of what 

was once a world! (pp. 276-277). 

Hawthorne, as these passages indicate, was fully aware of mutability, 

entropy, and the inevitable dissolution of life into death. The House 

10. Herman Melville, "Hawthorne and His Mosses," The Shock of 
Recognition, ed. by Edmund Wilson (New York: Modern Library, 1943), p.192. 
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of the Seven Gables remains precariously balanced between the contrary 

but complimentary forces of sunshine and darkness. 

At the center of the Gothic vision is the realization of the 

paradoxical nature of human existence. Like Hawthorne's old house, 

"life is made of marble and mud" (p. 41). But if his romance exposes a 

world of shadows, mysteries, and gloomy wrongs, it is not without 

"higher hopes" as well. These higher hopes, in fact, have their roots 

in the blackness of ruin and decay. There is no simple transcendence 

from the human world of actuality and temporality. There can be no 

escape from the past or from selfhood. In that crucial scene in which 

Holgrave refuses to exercise hypnotic control of Phoebe, he reveals his 

comprehension of the significance of the past. Acting out of a spirit 

of love rather than revenge, Holgrave plants the seed whereby the "higher 

hopes" may blossom: "the act of the passing generation is the germ which 

may and must produce good or evil fruit in a far distant time" (p. 6). 

Virtues, as well as sins, are visited upon the children; any hope for 

a brighter future is dependent upon this welcome inheritance. 

Progress, then, is limited, slow, and repetitive. For Hawthorne, 

one is never wholly liberated from the past; rather, through acceptance 

of historical events and acknowledgment of previous sins, one is able to 

transform the present, which will have an inevitable bearing on the 

future. It is Clifford who articulates the view of progress which has 

been a major concern to Gothic fiction: 

. . . all human progress is a circle; or, to use a more accurate 

and beautiful figure, in an ascending spiral curve. While we 

fancy ourselves straightforward, and attaining at every step 
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an entirely new position of affairs, we do actually return to 

something long ago tried and abandoned, but which we now find 
etherealized, refined, and perfected to its ideal. The past 

is but a coarse and sensual prophecy of the present and the 

future (p. 259). 

This conception of limited and gradual historical progress, 

so finely figured by Hawthorne's metaphor of the ascending spiral curve, 

is a crucial and developing concern of the Gothic tradition. Gothic 

novels delineate a world permeated by blackness, a sphere of inevitable 

mutability, disintegration, and chaotic irrationality; a world of marble 

and mud, one in which the past is an ever-present directive force. 

However bleak and somber these novels may be, a glimmer of hope emanates 

from them because individuals are able to break out of the cycles of the 

past and, if not redeem the sins of the fathers, prevent themselves 

from re-enacting the same sins. The light of promise and hope is all 

the more brilliant in contrast to the surrounding vacancy and darkness. 



CHAPTER 6 

MELVILLE'S PIERRE: THE MYSTERY OF INIQUITY 

On April 11, 1851, Herman Melville returned from a visit with 

Nathaniel Hawthorne, bringing with him a copy of the recently published 

The House of the Seven Gables. Melville read his friend's romance with 

"exhileration and exultation," and a few days later he wrote to Hawthorne 

a highly appreciative and profoundly sensitive letter in which he focused 

on the heart of Hawthorne's Gothic vision: 

There is the grand truth about Nathaniel Hawthorne. He 

says NO! in thunder; but the Devil himself cannot make him 
say yes. For all men who say yes, lie; and all men who say 

no, why, they are in the happy condition of judicious, unin
cumbered travellers in Europe; they cross the frontiers into 
Eternity with nothing but a carpetbag,--that is to say, the Ego. 

In the same letter, Melville praised Hawthorne for his "tragicalness of 

human thought," for his narratives which dive beneath the common sur

faces and sentiments to achieve "apprehension of the absolute condition 

of present things." Six months earlier in "Hawthorne and His Mosses," 

Melville had admitted that what fascinated him most was Hawthorne's 

"power of blackness" and "his quick probings at the very axis of reality." 

In Hawthorne's fiction Melville discovered a dark romantic strain which 

he shared, a tragic vision which he expanded beyond the scope of his 

1. To Nathaniel Hawthorne, 16? April? 1851, The Letters of 

Herman Melville, ed. by Merril Davis and William H. Gilman (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1960), p. 125. 
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friend's fiction about a seven-gabled 17th century Puritan house decay

ing in the sunlight of a 19th century American street. The fictional 

world of Melville's Gothicisra relied on the terrors and mysteries of 

distant seas and the equally fathomless capacity for evil in human 

nature. 

Although Hawthorne's fiction was the chief catalyst to Melville's 

own Gothicism, there were other influences too. A few years before he 

had even become familiar with Hawthorne's work, Melville had purchased 

copies of The Castle of Otranto, Vathelc, Caleb Williams and Frankenstein 

2 
and other dark romances. Moreover, scattered throughout his fiction 

and journals are allusions to Ann Radcliffe, whose romances were popular, 

available and influential. Newton Arvin's essay "Melville and the Gothic 

Novel" explores the Radcliffean elements in Melville's fiction, especial

ly in terms of recurrent Gothic devices such as the magic portrait, the 

3 
magical instrument, and the characterization of the heroine. But 

Melville, like Brown and Hawthorne, did not merely imitate these earlier 

Gothic romances; rather, he brought to the tradition his own unique 

talents and dark vision and expanded the meaning and mode. He turned to 

the Gothic tradition in order to explore some of the themes that had 

been developing in his novel, but it was not until he had discovered the 

Gothic tradition that Melville entered his "major phase" and produced 

those brooding dark romances, Moby Dick, Pierre, and Benito Cereno. 

2. Milton M. Sealts, Jr., Melville's Reading (Madison: Universi

ty of Wisconsin Press, 1966). 

3. Newton Arvin, "Melville and the Gothic Novel," New England 

Quarterly, 22 (March, 1949). 
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Some recent commentators have noticed Melville's Gothicism, but 

they remain divided in opinion concerning the nature and significance of 

Melville's use of the mode. For example, Arvin recognized the Rad-

cliffean strain in Melville's fiction, but he concludes that "the in-

4 
fluence of the Gothic school is a slight and minor one." Arvin is 

cornered into this position because he treats Gothicism as a set of 

conventions rather than a mode, as a complex of devices rather than a 

vision or apprehension of human existence. R. P. Blackmur was another 

critic who perceived Melville's Gothicism, but Blackmur's conception of 

the mode is narrow and his assessment of its influence is deprecatory. 

He blames Gothic conventions for Melville's "archaisms and rhetorical 

inflations," and for stylistic excesses and extravagance. Melville 

adopted Gothic conventions, Blackmur believed, "as a solemn fraud and 

5 
hoped for the best." In this, he argued, resided the source of 

Melville's great failure, his inability to master a novelistic tech

nique which was contrary to his natural sensibility. 

However, in Love and Death in the American Novel Leslie Fiedler 

offers a strong challenge to the positions of Arvin and Blackmur. 

Fiedler argues that Melville's use of the Gothic mode is extensive and 

that it was eminently suited to his termperament and concerns. In fact, 

Melville's success with the Gothic mode places him in the main tradition 

of the American novel "because of all the fiction of the West, our own is 

4. Arvin, "Melville and the Gothic Novel," p. 33. 

5. R. P. Blackmur, "The Craft of Herman Melville," The Lion and 
the Honeycomb (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1955), pp. 140-141. 
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most deeply influenced by the gothic, is almost essentially a gothic 

one."^ It is Pierre in particular which displays Melville's most sus

tained use of the Gothic mode to embody his darker meanings and mysteries. 

After what must have been a disappointing and frustrating recep

tion of Moby Dick, Melville sought out a different strategy and form 

which would insure popular success. In a letter to his English publisher, 

Richard Ber.cley, Melville admitted that Pierre was "very much more calcu

lated for popularity than anything you have yet published of mine—being 

a regular romance, with a mysterious plot to it, and stirring passions 

at work . . . .Melville might have had every reason to believe that 

a romance cast in the Gothic mode might command a large reading audience. 

Many of his contemporaries, including Poe, George Lippard, Hawthorne, and 

William Gilmore Simms, had worked out a combination of mysterious plots 

and melodramatic situations to their advantage. Melville knew well the 

components of Gothic fiction and based his own novel on the familiar 

motifs of the secret crime and the sins of the father; he included too 

suggestions of incest and an overt element of the supernatural. Wasn't 

this the stuff of which popular books were made? 

But Pierre never became a book much read or appreciated; on the 

contrary, it met with immediate and almost universal hostility. Perhaps 

Melville had anticipated such a negative reaction, for he had considered 

publishing the work anonymously or under an assumed name. Like Walpole, 

6. Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel (New 

York: Dell, 1966), p. 142. 

7. To Richard Bentley, 16 April 1852, The Letters of Herman 
Melville, p. 150, ed. by Davis and Gilman. 
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Melville raighf have feared that the "power of blackness" which was con

tained in his fiction was a few shades too dark. If his novel were to 

be published, Melville would have to conceal his darker vision. "Like 

knavish cards," the narrator of Pierre surmises, "the leaves of all great 

g 
books are covertly packed." But the Gothic vision in this romance was 

not covert enough; too little sunshine fringe the thunderclouds, and 

Melville's bitter skepticism was too explicit and uncompromising for even 

the most unperceptive reader to ignore. In Pierre Melville pushed the 

Gothic mode to deeper levels than it had ever gone before. 

The novel opens innocently enough, or seems to. Like Adam in 

a prelapsarian garden, Pierre resides in his familial country estate of 

Saddle Meadows. On the warm summer day on which the novel opens, Pierre 

is secure in the love of his doting widowed mother and his beautiful 

fiancee, Lucy, who is all sweetness and light. But before we are very 

far along in what seems to be little more than a conventional sentimental 

romance, the narrator intrudes with grave and ominous intimations that the 

serenity of the present moments betoken an impending chaos like the quiet 

before the storm: "But while thus alive to the beauty and poesy of his 

father's faith, Pierre little foresaw that the world hath a secret deeper 

than beauty, and life some burdens heavier than death" (p. 7). In record

ing the history of Pierre, the novel reveals the initiation of the youth 

into a world of dark terrors and mysteries, a world in which his father's 

religion disintegrates as does faith in his father. In searching for 

8. Herman Melville, Pierre (Evanston and Chicago: Northwestern-
Newberry, 1971), p. 339. Subsequent references to this edition will be 

parenthetically cited. 



121 

that deeper secret, Pierre takes on the burdens which eventually crush 

him beneath their weight. 

The most ponderous burden which Pierre is compelled to assume 

evolves from the secret past crime of his father, which involves the 

recurrent Gothic theme that the sins of the father are visited upon the 

sons. Several years before Pierre's birth, his father had had an affair 

with an attractive French woman. Now, many years after his death, a 

young woman comes to Pierre and claims that she is the unfortunate child 

of that past illicit relationship; as Pierre's sister she, Isabel, im

plores him to do something on her behalf. Isabel becomes the living 

embodiment of the past crime and is symbolically the burden which the 

youth inherits. Pierre's assumption of the responsibility for his 

father's sin initiates a chain of events which finally results in personal 

disaster. 

The first instance in which the sins-of-the-father theme is 

explicitly raised occurs in an interview between Mrs. Glendinning and 

Reverend Falsegrave. The topic of conversation concerns the dilemma of 

Delly, a young working girl on the Glendinning estate, who has just given 

birth to an illegitimate child. Against Pierre's objections and the 

Reverend's cautious reservations, Mrs. Glendinning insists that the woman 

and child be punished as is their due:"'The mother deserves it,' said the 

lady, inflexibly--'and the child--Reverend sir, what are the words of 

the Bible?' 'The sins of the father shall be visited upon the children 

to the third generation,' said Mr. Falsegrave, with some slight reluctance 

in his tones" (p. 100). It is this episode which convinces Pierre that 



122 

he can expect no sympathy from his mother for the plight of Isabel and 

that he must do something desperate to conceal the truth. In order to 

expiate the sins of his father and his mother, he determines to take Delly 

with him and Isabel when he flees to the city. 

That the biblical passage applies also to himself, Pierre cannot 

help but comprehend, but he resolves to circumvent the decrees of fate and 

the heritage of doom. Symbolic of his repudiation of past and paternity, 

Pierre throws the haunting portrait of his father into the flames; but 

just before it is entirely consumed, the portrait seems to glare at him 

with "beseeching horror." In mad frenzy he empties his family letters 

and past mementoes into the fire crying, "Henceforth, cast-out Pierre 

hath no paternity, and no past; and since the Future is one blank to all; 

therefore, twice-disinherited Pierre stands untrammeledly his ever-

present self!--free to do his own self-will and present fancy to whatever 

end!" (p. 199). But in this, as in so many instances, Pierre is self-

deceived. The very act which he thinks unbinds him from the chains of 

fate and the past inextricably binds him further. The idea of his 

father's crime tyrannized over his imagination, and the sins of his 

father are compounded as Pierre runs off with Isabel under the guise of 

man and wife. 

Throughout the novel Melville undercuts Pierre's naive enthusiasm, 

idealism, and self-imposed martyrdom. The freedom which he thinks he has 

acquired is a delusion. The ties with the past are not so easily un

tangled or dissevered; the self-will which Pierre boasts of does not free 

him from the burden of inherited punishment for past crimes. The 
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narrator has already supplied the perspective by which we are to evaluate 

Pierre's vow and subsequent actions: 

Sucked within the maelstrom, man must go round. Strike 
at one end the longest conceivable row of billiard balls in 

close contact, and the furthermost ball will start forth, while 

all the rest stand still; and yet that last ball was not struck 

at all. So, through long previous generations, whether of 

births or thoughts, Fate strikes the present man (p. 182). 

For Pierre, as for all men who are sucked within the maelstrom, there can 

be no miraculous hair-breadth escape from the abyss. Almost as a direct 

negation of Poe's tale of ratiocination, "A Descent Into the Maelstrom," 

Melville displays a more forbidding sense of sea and fatality: "For in 

tremendous extremities human souls are like drowning men; well enough 

they know they are in paril;--nevertheless, the sea is the sea, and these 

drowning men do drown" (p. 303). 

Pierre's first voyage into the murky depths is marked by his 

destruction of his father's shrine which no longer is adequate to explain 

the uncertainties which begin to pile up. As a youth without much ex

perience in the mysteries of this world, Pierre had accepted without 

question the ideal Christian morality of which the marble bust of his 

departed father was a primary symbol. "As in some beautiful gothic ora

tories," the bust of Pierre's father stood as the central pillar of his 

faith, a form "without blemish, unclouded, snow-white, and serene; 

Pierre's fond personification of perfect human goodness and virtue" 

(p. 68). When he learns that the temple of adoration is but a whited 

sepulcher, however, he begins to have glimpses into the "darker, but 

truer aspect of things." All whom he has reverenced from youth, he comes 

to believe, are hypocrites and imposters as one by one the images of 
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authority are discarded. Pierre discovers within himself the foundation 

of a new, though sinister, faith; upon that "rock" he will build his 

church of faith. 

"Ah! now I catch glimpses, and seem to half-see, somehow, that 

the uttermost idea of moral perfection in man is wide of the 

mark. The demigods trample on trash, and Virtue and Vice are 
trash! Isabel, I will write such things--I will gospelize the 

world anew, and show them deeper secrets than the Apocalypse--I 

will write it, I will write it!" (p. 273). 

The canon and verse of Pierre's new gospel is a black text in

deed, and it moves toward the axis of the Gothic vision. He begins to 

feel the ominous influence of cosmic and internal forces which control 

human destiny. He begins to appreciate the mystery and paradox which 

shroud individual acts and intentions, the futility of idealism, and the 

insubstantiality of existence. Speaking to Isabel, Pierre reveals the 

source of his torment: "for I am a nothing. It is all a dream--we dream 

that we dreamed we dream" (p. 274). At the heart of this metaphysics is 

a glimpse of the void which encompasses all things, a vision of blackness 

ten times black. William Ellery Sedgwick captures the sense of this dark 

philosophy in claiming: "The element of doubt which he found in Hamlet 

Melville pushed to the ultimate. By giving skepticism a new body, as it 

were, he could find no refuge in it. As long as it is intended for us to 

9 
dream that we dream, there is no escape from the nightmare." 

But before Pierre realizes the inevitable futility of attempting 

to escape and the ultimate elusiveness of truth, he willingly commits him

self to quests cf freedom and discovery. Like Arthur Mervyn, Pierre 

9. William Ellery Sedgwick, Herman Melville: The Tragedy of 
Mind (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1944), p. 172. 
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attempts to flee to the city in order to liberate himself from familial 

heritage and to forge an independent identity. A number of critics have 

demonstrated that the excursion into the city parallels Dante's voyage 

through the Gates of Dis to the Inferno,^ and at least one critic has 

noted the similarity of Pierre's adventure in the urban world to that of 

Hawthorne's Robin in "My Kinsman, Major Molineux.11 ̂  But a more accurate 

comparison might be drawn between Brown's Philadelphia and Melville's 

New York City in terms of the urban Gothic setting. In both these works 

the excursion into the city becomes an initiation into a world of terror 

and calamnity : "the thieves' quarters, and all the brothels, Lock-and-Sin 

hospitals for incurables, and infirmaries and infernoes of hell seemed to 

have made one combined sortie, and poured out upon earth through the vile 

vomitory of some unmentionable cellar" (pp. 240-241). The city here too 

is a den of pestilence and poverty, duplicity and death. Ironically, 

Pierre's escape to the city offers no freedom, but actually greater im

prisonment. The first intimation of the ominous transition to the urban 

world occurs as the carriage carrying Pierre, Isabel, and Delly leaves 

the soft country roads and descends in the gloomy night toward the heart 

of the city. Suddenly the "inmates" of the coach are made sensible of 

some great change in the road and are made victims of the "numerous hard, 

10. G. Giovanni, "Melville's Pierre and Dante's Inferno," PMLA, 

64 (March, 1949), pp. 74-78. Nathalia Wright, "Pierre; Herman Melville's 

Inferno." American Literature, 32 (May, 1960), pp. 167-181. Rita Gollin, 
"Pierre's Metamorphosis of Dante's Inferno," American Literature, 39 

(January, 1968), pp. 542-545. 

11. John L. Kinney, "Pierre and Robin: Melville's Debt to 

Hawthorne," Emerson Society Quarterly, 48 (III Quarter, 1967), pp. 141-145. 
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painful joltings, and ponderous, dragging trundlings" as if the coach 

were rolling over "cannon-balls of all calibers." 

Once inside the city limits, the sense of Gothic confinement in 

space predominates; the buildings seem to dwarf man and cut him off from 

fresh air and sunlight. Pierre inhabits a small closet in a run-down 

edifice of what once was a church but has since been converted to law 

offices and rooms. Pierre gazes through "suspicious narrow window-slits" 

out toward the "desolate hanging wilderness of tiles, slate, shingles, 

and tin" or the "profound black gulf" that the quadrangle presents beneath 

him. During his brief stay in the city, the world literally and sym-

bolically closes in upon him. The final scene of the novel finds Pierre 

entombed in a "low dungeon" of the city prison. 

The cumbersotre stone ceiling almost rested on his brew ; so 
that the long tiers of massive cell-galleries above s eemed 
partly piled on him. His innnortal, immovable, bleact ed cheek 
was dry; but the stone cheeks of the walls were tric ~ l ing. 
The pent twilight of the contracted yard, coming thrc~gh the 
barred arrow-slit, fell in dim bars upon the granite f loor 
{p. 360). 

Pierre's attempted escape to the city is no more success ~u l than his 

repudiation of the past. He is a man imprisoned by the temporal and 

spatial strictures too overwhelming to challenge, except a t the risk of 

life itself. 

Just as Melville explores the implications of P~erre's attanpted 

flight from past to future, from country to city, so too does he carefully 

investigate the significance of Pierre's inward journey to selfhood. As 

narrator, Melville promises to be "more frank with Pierre than the best 

men are with themselves" {p. 108). The narrator's quest i nto the interior 
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workings of his character's mind parallels that of the youth's intro

spection but his narrative distance allows the objectivity necessary to 

unveiling the unconscious motives of his self-deluded protagonist. 

How shall I steal yet further into Pierre, and show how this 

heavenly fire was helped to be contained in him, by mere con

tingent things, and things he knew not. But I shall follow the 

endless, winding way,—the flowing river in the cave of man; 
careless whither I be led, reckless where I land (p. 107). 

In this pursuit the narrator will uncover a terrifying vision which is 

bleaker and more subversive than any yet discovered in the Gothic mode. 

Pierre's own suspicion of a subterranean, inscrutable, or preter

natural sphere begins even before Isabel appears and opens to him a 

mystical realm of knowledge beyond certainty or rationality. Welling up 

from his own unconscious, a face appears to him, infatuating him, im

ploring him, haunting him with alluring desire. 

But now!--now!--and again he would lose himself in the most 
surprising and preternatural ponderings, which baffled all 

introspective cunning of his mind. Himself was too much for 
himself. He felt that what he had always before considered 

the solid land of veritable reality, was now being audaciously 

encroached upon by bannered armies of hooded phantoms, dis
embarking in his soul, as flotillas of specter-boats (p. 49). 

Isabel's appearance becomes the exact counterpart of that mystical face, 

and through her Pierre becomes aware of the superficiality of his present 

perception of existence and of the illusions he has held in regard to the 

past. Also, she becomes the agency through which Pierre becomes con

vinced of that preternatural sphere beyond rational comprehension. 

Isabel's guitar is the primary poetic symbol for this other 

realm of being which transcends the limits of rational knowledge. Newton 

Arvin correctly identifies the guitar as a conventional Gothic device, 
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an instrument by which Isabel casts a spell over Pierre, "that spell 

12 
from which he knows it is impossible to break." Upon it Isabel plays 

the "all-bewildering" and bewitching melody, "mystery of Isabel." The 

guitar seems to be human; it has a sentience of its own and even plays 

itself. "All the wonders that are unimaginable and unspeakable; all 

these wonders are translated in the mysterious melodiousness of the 

guitar" (p. 125). In this manner, Pierre becomes awakened to the in

sufficiency of his own knowledge, his perceptions and distinctions be

tween the real and unreal. Eventually he begins to see "mysteries 

interpierced with mysteries, and mysteries eluding mysteries." As 

Pierre mines deeper into his own nature, he comes to discover the 

fraudulent foundations upon which men build their faiths. He catches 

glimpses of the silent forces which direct the course of human actions 

and define the consequences of those acts. Most painfully he begins to 

see the inscrutable motives which plunge even noble intentions into a 

terrifying abyss of sinister results. 

Pierre gives full voice to these lurking suspicions after his 

first interview with Isabel. In a perplexed and "mystical mood" Pierre 

advances to the Terror Stone and slides himself into that "horrible 

interspace" between the solid earth and the massive overhanging rock. 

He then voices his darkest premonitions: 

"If the miseries of the undiscloseable things in me, shall 
ever unhorse me from my manhood's seat; if to vow myself all 

Virtue's and all Truth's, be but to make a trembling, distrusted 

slave of me; if Life is to prove a burden I cannot bear with

out ignominous cringings; if indeed our actions are all 

12. Newton Arvin, "Melville and the Gothic Novel," p. 42. 
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foredained, and we are Russian serfs to Fate; if invisible 

devils do titter at us when we most nobly strive; if Life 

be but a cheating dream . . . then do thou, Mute Massiveness, 

fall on me!" (p. 134). 

Ironically the course of Pierre's life does convince him that his worst 

fears are in fact realities; he discovers that life is a "cheating dream" 

and that he is a fool of fate. His dark suspicions become the new arti

cles of his diabolic faith. Virtue does, after all, prove but "a be

traying panderer to the monstrous vice," and Pierre comes to believe 

that man is "a vile juggler and cheat." At the Apostles Pierre in

corporates his infernal gospel of nihilism into the novel he is writing. 

"With the soul of an Athiest, he wrote the godliest things" (p. 339). 

With monomaniacal dedication Pierre writes with bitter frenzy the 

essence of his transformed vision; "For the more and the more that he 

wrote, and the deeper and the deeper that he dived, Pierre saw the ever

lasting elusiveness of Truth: the universal lurking insincerity of even 

the greatest and purest written thoughts" (p. 339). In plunging beneath 

the surface of things Pierre drives himself to madness, murder, and 

suicide. 

But if Pierre's concluding vision is dark, the narrator's vision 

is darker yet. The novel marks a shift in Melville's fiction from first 

person to omniscient point of view, a strategy which would allow him to 

explore the power of blackness with greater depth than if Pierre were 

the teller as well as actor. Moreover, in this novel the dark vision 

does not admit of any knowing survivor, like Ishmael, who makes the 

voyage and lives to tell it. The secondary characters who remain after 

the final catastrophe neither took the voyage nor comprehend the 
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significance of Pierre's life and death. Isabel's final comment is 

bleakly appropriate: "All's o'er, and ye know him not!" (p. 362). It is 

Melville as narrator who alone follows along the perilous path to dis

cover the deeper, darker meanings and mysteries. His knowledge of the 

profounder voids goes beyond Pierre's penetrations. 

Yet now, forsooth, because Pierre began to see through the 

first superficiality of the world, he fondly weens he has 

come to the unlayered substance. But, far as any geologist 

has yet gone down into the world, it is found to consist of 

nothing but surface stratified on surface. To its axis, the 

world being nothing but superinduced superficies. By vast 

pains we mine into the pyramid; by horrible gropings we come 
to the central room; with joy we espy the sarcophagus; but 

we lift the lid--and no body is there!—appallingly vacant 

as vast is the soul of a man! (p. 285). 

Herein lies a discovery which would make even the bravest explorer quake 

with terror, a Gothic vision of intense blackness. This voyage into 

one's soul is a journey of perilous risks and horrifying realities: 

"Appalling is the soul :>f a man! Better might one be pushed off into 

the material spaces beyond the uttermost orbit of our sun, than once 

feel himself fairly afloat in himself" (p. 284). 

If the soul of man is terrifyingly vacant, so too is the phenome

nal world which man inhabits. The material world has substance, but its 

meaning remains inscrutable. In Moby Dick Melville had claimed that 

Nature painted like the harlot, that the material world, like the whale, 

was everywhere present, but ultimately defied human comprehension. In 

Pierre Melville continues this theory of projective epistemology which 

posits that nature is merely the minor of man's own consciousness: "Say 

what some poets will, Nature is not so much her ever-sweet interpreter, 

as the mere supplier of that cunning alphabet, whereby selecting and 
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combining as he pleases, each man reads his own peculiar lesson accord

ing to his own peculiar mind and mood" (p. 342). Inevitably he is con

demned to live in a world of his own making, a sphere of his own projec

tions . 

The most dramatic symbol of this dilemma is represented in the 

figure of Plotinus Plinlimmon. From his chamber window Pierre observes 

the perplexing countenance of Plinlimmon, a visage remarkable for its 

passive repose and "Inscrutableness." Eventually, that "mystic-mild" 

face begins to have a remarkable, haunting effect upon the youth. Pierre 

begins to feel that Plinlimmon had come upon his secret and every time 

he sees the face he thinks that it chides him: "Vain! vain! vain said 

the face to him. Fool! fool! fool! said the face to him. Quit! quit! 

quit! said the face to him" (p. 293). But after all, that silent, leer

ing face remains aloof and unresponsive, mirroring forth Pierre's own 

unconscious "black doubts" and guilt. Although Pierre believes the face 

wears a "malicious leer," the narrator suggests that the expression was 

in fact "a subjective sort of leer in Pierre." The face has meaning 

only so far as Pierre projects one. Edgar Dryden is surely correct when 

he remarks that this novel exposes "that all life is a masquerade and the 

world a house of fictions, a labyrinthine enclosure with mirrors instead 

13 
of windows." Ironically, man is his own jailer and the prison-world 

his own creation. No wonder that the narrator of Pierre concludes that 

"this world is a lie" (p. 208). 

13. Edgar Dryden, Melville's Thematics of Form (Baltimore: The 

Johns Hopkins Press, 1968), p. 137. 
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Whereas Melville discovers vacancy in the human soul and declares 

the phenomenal world inhabited by man counterfeit and inscrutable, so 

too does he denounce God as silent, indifferent and isolated. In vain 

does man implore the heavens for an answer to his problems: "Silence is 

at once the most harmless and the most awful thing in all nature. It 

speaks of the Reserved Forces of Fate, Silence is the only Voice of our 

God" (p. 204). If human prayers are not unheard, they go unanswered, at 

least judging from human experience. But some philosophers pretend to 

have found the "Talismanic Secret" and do not realize the extent of 

their own delusion. Melville specifies Plato, Spinoza, and Goethe as 

belonging to this "guild of self-imposters" who seem to have an ear 

tuned into the audible spirit of Providence. 

That profound Silence, that only Voice of our God, which I 
before spoke of; from that divine thing without a name, those 

imposter philosophers pretend somehow to have got an answer; 
which is as absurd, as though they should say they had got 

water out of stone; for how can a man get a Voice out of 

Silence? (p. 208). 

With equally grim logic and a further Scriptural inversion, Melville 

indicates the absence of God's will in human actions. With more than 

usual ironic undercutting, he attacks Pierre's faith in "the existence 

of that all-controlling and all-permeating wonderfulness," poetically 

referred to as "The Finger of God": "But it is not merely the Finger, 

it is the whole outspread Hand of God; for doth not Scripture intimate 

that He holdeth all of us in the hollow of His hand?--a Hollow, truly!" 

(p. 139). Cut off from benevolent Providence, and from the assurance of 

the substance of his own soul, man is a spiritual orphan, an outcast, an 

Ishmael, lost and abandoned. Man inhabits a world of terror, chaos, and 
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"placed at cross purposes, in a world of snakes and lightnings, in a 

world of horrible and inscrutable inhumanities" (p. 122). 

133 

Unlike the imposter philosophers or the authors of conventional 

novels who pander to the tastes and expectations of the mass of readers, 

Melville embodies in Pierre a vision of the world indelibly black and 

his authorial voice rings out, "No! in thunder!--" In so doing, Melville 

expressed the skepticism at the heart of the Gothic mode and exposed a 

darker substratum of beliefs which belied the r omantic faith and optimism 

about man. Leslie Fiedler suggests this conclusion when he discovers in 

Pierre "an insidious attack on the platitudes o i Romanticism which had 

made of fraternal affection the symbolism of an impossible purity. 1114 

Likewise Melville expands the thematic importance of the recur- · 

rent Gothic motif of incest beyond the obvious ::.unctions of shock and 

horror in Pierre. Incest is first encountered ~n the novel in the 

peculiar relation of Pierre and his mother, who were "wont to call each 

other brother and sister" (p . 5). Mrs. Glendin=ing is an attractive, 

affluent and haughty widow whose beauty belies ~ er actual years; Pierre, 

in fact, is jealous of the youths who display a =y amorous interest in 

his charming mother, although he actually has l ~ t tle to fear on this 

count, as "a reverential and devoted son seemed l over enough for the 

widow Bloom" (p. 5). As long as Pierre remains docile and within the 

sphere of his mother's control, there is little disharmony at Saddle 

14. Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in :_:he American Novel, 
p. 421. 
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Meadows; but once the youth steps out of the conventional forms and 

customs of his class, once he fails to adhere to his mother's dictates 

and desires, the facade of tranquility is quickly shattered. Melville 

uses incest to reflect the hypocritical aristocratic standards and pre

tensions of Saddle Meadows. Pierre's willingness to live by those con

ventions, as shown in his plans to marry Lucy Tartan, a docile girl whom 

Mrs. Glendinning recognizes as a satisfactory surrogate for herself, 

assures him of the good graces of his "Sister Mary," or mother. But 

when he violates his mother's desires by stepping outside that circle 

of nobility and decorum and claiming marriage to a woman whom his mother 

has not sanctioned, the ancient foundations of the House of Glendinning 

are disturbed. 

Even before the eventual divorce of mother and son, Pierre has 

other desires which reveal his incestuous passions. The only regret that 

the youth has is that he is sisterless: '"Oh, had my father but had a 

daughter!' cried Pierre; 'some one whom I might love, and protect, and 

fight for, if need be'" (p. 7). But even at that he does not entirely 

comprehend the cause of his desires; he knows not the actual reason he 

so strongly wishes for a sister. However, the narrator, with diabolic 

irony, undermines Pierre's altruistic rationalizations and offers his 

own explanation for that intense fraternal emotion: 

For surely a gentle sister is the second best gift to a man; 

and it is first in point of occurrence; for the wife comes 
after. He who is sisterless, is as a bachelor before his 

time. For much that goes to make up the deliciousness of a 

wife, already lies in the sister (p. 7). 
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When Isabel appears, it takes little evidence to convince Pierre that 

she is the sister for whom he has longed, and he transfers to her the 

love and title that once he bestowed on his mother. The transformation 

is complete as Pierre departs from the meadows with the girl he believes 

to be his sister under the fictitious role of his wife. Pierre's un

conscious motives compel him to the unhallowed conversions of mothers, 

lovers, sisters, and wives. 

Gradually, Pierre himself begins to suspect the genuine motives 

of his self-inflicted martyrdom; he comes to realize the psycho-sexual 

drives which urged him to accept Isabel as his sister and transform her 

into a wife. At one point the unconscious incestuous desires rise to 

the surface in Pierre's dream vision of Enceladus, a "phantasmagoria" 

which occurs during a state of "semi-unconsciousness." In the figure 

of the "doubly incestuous Enceladus," the rebellious Titan who assaulted 

heaven, Pierre recognizes "his own duplicate face and feature." More and 

more, he is haunted by feelings of guilt for a crime he cares not to 

acknowledge. But shortly after the dream of Enceladus, he comes upon 

The Cenci of Guido, a portrait which suggests to him the "two most 

horrible crimes . . . possible to civilized humanity—incest and parri

cide" (p. 351). In his vain attempt to repudiate the past, and in his 

misdirected quest to save Isabel, Pierre recognizes his own symbolic 

commission of these two most heinous crimes. 

Incest, then, is the outer shell or circumference of a circle 

whose center is Pierre's narcissistic self-absorption. Pierre's martyr

dom is fraudulent, because beneath the seeming altruistic and virtuous 
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intentions, beneath the heroic rhetoric of chivalry, lies a motive which 

is unnatural and sinister. In pursuing virtue, Pierre has performed 

vice; what he has taken as the truth, is actually falsehood in disguise. 

In defiance of heritage and fate, he re-enacts past crimes. At the 

close of the novel Pierre has rightly denominated himself "the fool of 

Truth, the fool of Virtue, the fool of Fate" (p. 358). He has become 

fully enmeshed in a web of paradox and duplicity which he himself has 

unwittingly spun. In this respect, Pierre resembles the usual Gothic 

villain, the anti-hero whose every action is steeped in moral paradox. 

Finding precedents in the novels of Brown and Hawthorne, Melville 

continued the metamorphosis of the conventional Gothic hero. Pierre, 

who begins as the youthful idealist haunted by the past and dedicated 

to the protection of innocence, ends as a more destructive and more 

criminal creature than his father. In Arthur Mervyn Welbeclc plays a 

subservient role to that of Arthur, and in The House of the Seven Gables 

the Judge is largely off stage. But in Pierre, the usual paternal 

villain is already long dead, and only his son's imagination and a set 

of haunting portraits supply images of the absent reality. It is rather 

in the character of Pierre that Melville dramatized the divided nature 

of man, the internal struggle of angelic and demonic forces. Pierre's 

narcissism results in a self-deification that paradoxically transforms 

him into a sinner rather than a saint, a demon rather than a martyr, a 

villain rather than a hero. 

Symbolic of the essential duality and moral paradox found in 

Gothic fiction stands the figure of the Gothic heroine, who in this 
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novel is actually divided into two separate, but complementary, women: 

Lucy and Isabel, the light woman and the dark, Pierre's "Good Angel and 

Bad Angel both."'""' Tossing between these two harbors, Pierre is wrecked 

on the shoreline rocks. That he cannot choose between the two, that 

he cannot unite with one without sacrificing the other, is Pierre's 

essential dilemma. After his own fashion, he attempts to save them both, 

but Pierre ultimately destroys them both and himself in the process. 

Milton Stern aptly observes: "But again, the human heritage, itself dual, 

is the only real heritage. Pierre is human, and as he undergoes cruci

fixion by the world, he changes from lover to hater, from redeemer to 

16 1 
murderer." Pierre's redemptive quest is inevitably doomed to failure 

and he himself is doomed to self-annhilation. 

In Pierre, Melville tips the scales in the direction of the 

abyss. There is no lamp of hope left burning at the end of the dark 

tunnel, no promise or even hint of possible fulfillment, no whisper of 

hope. Melville's voyage into the dark sphere of existential terrors and 

dread in this novel leaves one trapped with no possibility of escape, 

no remission of horrors, no clarification of the ultimate mysteries: 

Deep, deep, and still deep and deeper must we go, if we would 

find out the heart of a man; descending into which is as de

scending a spiral stair in a shaft, without any end, and 'where 

that endlessness is only concealed by the spiralness of the 

stair, and the blackness of the shaft (pp. 288-289). 

15. For an extended Jungian contrast between these two women, 

see Henry A. Murray, "Introduction," Herman Melville, Pierre (Chicago: 

Hendricks House, 1954). 

16. Milton R. Stern, The Fine Hammered Steel of Herman Melville 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1968), p. 178. 
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Thus, Pierre is Melville's most extensive and sustained per

formance in the Gothic mode. In style and substance, form and vision, 

Pierre embodies Melville's own "power of blackness," his journey into a 

Gothic universe of irreducible evil, terror, mystery, and ironic skepti

cism. In this novel Melville captured the essence of Gothicism, the 

spirit of what G. R. Thompson has referred to as Dark Romanticism: 

Fallen man's inability fully to comprehend haunting remind

ers of another realm that yet seemed not to exist, the constant 
perplexity of inexplicable and vastly metaphysical phenomena, a 
propensity for seemingly perverse or evil moral choices that had 
no firm or fixed measure or rule, and a sense of nameless guilt 

combined with a suspicion that the external world was a delusive 

projection of mind--these were major elements in the vision of 

man that the Dark Romantics opposed to the mainstream of Romantic 

thought. 

It is to this dark vision that Pierre remains constant throughout. Un

like those common novels which "laboriously spin veils of mystery, only 

to complacently clear them up at last" (p. 141), Pierre offers no facile 

or fortuitous conclusions, no solving of the mysteries or ambiguities 

which underlie the Gothic vision; for like the "profounder emanations of 

the human mind," Gothic novels "never unravel their own intricacies, and 

have no proper endings; but in imperfect, unanticipated, and disappoint

ing sequels (as multilated stumps), hurry to abrupt interminglings with 

the eternal tides of time and fate" (p. 141). 

17. G. R. Thompson, "Introduction," The Gothic Imagination 
(Pullman: Washington State University Press, 1974), p. 5. 



CHAPTER 7 

FAULKNER'S SANCTUARY; NIGHTMARE OF SOUTHERN GOTHIC 

Perhaps it was inevitable that the next surge of Dark Romanticism 

in America would push inward and downward, gliding through space and time 

from the 19th century New England of Hawthorne and Melville to the deep 

South of Faulkner and Penn Warren and the other modern novelists whose 

Gothic roots were nurtured in the fecund soil of the South. While the 

rest of America shook off its dark heritage and yearned toward a newer 

world of prosperity and unlimited progress with optimism and confidence, 

the South glanced at modernism with a shudder and turned toward the past 

and toward its innate sense, of romanticism. In his perceptive study The 

Mind of the South, W. J. Cash moves to the heart of the matter when he 

reveals, "these new Southern authors remained in some curious fashion 

'romantics' in their choice of materials — shall we say, romantics of the 

appalling."^ These authors understandably made use of the Gothic mode 

to embody their visions of the grotesque and appalling. There are other 

important reasons, too, why the most sensitive Southern novelists 

discovered in the Gothic tradition the materials and methods which could 

support their dark, brooding apprehensions. C. Hugh Holman summarizes 

some of the dominant attitudes of the modern Southern author: 

1. W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York: Vintage, 1941), 

p. 387. 

139 
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Among these attitudes are the sense of failure, which comes 

from being the only group of Americans who have known mili
tary defeat, military occupation, and seemingly unconquerable 

poverty; the sense of guilt, which comes from having been a 

part of America's classic symbol of injustice, the enslavement 

and then the segregation of the Negro; and the sense of frustra

tion, which comes from the consistent inadequacy of the means 

at hand to wrestle with the problems to be faced, whether they be 

poverty, racial intolerance, or the preservation of a historical 

past rich in tradition.^ 

Although the particular causes for the sense of failure, guilt, and 

frustration may be unique, these same attitudes were deeply shared by 

those earlier Gothic novelists, Brockden Brown, Hawthorne, and Melville. 

In the writings of such Southern novelists as William Faulkner and 

Robert Penn Warren, the continuity of the dark strain of Romanticism 

would be reconfirmed. 

William Faulkner's dominance in the Southern Gothic tradition is 

undeniable, since Gothic components are found everywhere in his fiction, 

'•especially in Sanctuary, As I Lay Dying, Light in August, and Absalom, 

Absalom!. Like Hawthorne, with whom he shares so many affinities, 

Faulkner dedicated himself to exploring in his novels "the problems of 

3 
the human heart in conflict with itself." He discovered in that intern

al sanctum a fountain of violence, chaos, and terror, a chamber of 

anguish and suffering. And like Melville, Faulkner had the courage to 

plunge deep beneath the surfaces of the trembling and palsied universe 

and there unshroud the psychological, social and cosmic iniquities. 

2. C. Hugh Holman, "The Novel in the South," A Time of Harvest, 

ed. by Robert E. Spiller (New York: Hill and Wang, 1962), p. 83. 

3. William Faulkner, "The Stockholm Address," William Faulkner: 

Three Decades of Criticism, ed. by Frederick J. Hoffman and Olga W. 

Vickery (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1960), p. 348. 
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Because of his obstinate faith in the nobility of the search and 

struggle, Faulkner broods over the macabre and horrific realities which 

come to the surface in his fiction. Like his Gothic predecessors, 

Faulkner was compelled to disclose the darker dimensions of man's 

existential condition. In an interview at The University of Virginia, 

Faulkner directly pointed to his natural association with the Gothic 

mode: "That when Melville becomes Old Testament, Biblical, that seems 

natural to me. When he becomes Gothic, that seems natural to me, too 

4 
. . . In none of his novels is the appalling vision so bleak, the 

dark intensity so lurid and shocking, the emotional impact so devastating 

as in his sixth novel, Sanctuary. 

In recent years, Faulkner's Sanctuary has attracted much critical 

attention, but it has not yet received the estimation that it deserves. 

From the time of its publication in 1931, Sanctuary has been considered 

a less than major achievement, and this attitude is still prevalent. 

For example, Irving Howe has asserted, "Sanctuary seldom strikes a fully 

articulated or complex meaning.""* In his study of Faulkner's major years, 

Melvin Backman refers to this novel as "the bitter dregs of Faulkner's 

creativity of that period."^ And Michael Millgate baldly states, 

4. William Faulkner, "Class Conference," Faulkner in the 

University (New York: Vintage, 1959), p. 56. 

5. Irving Howe, William Faulkner: A Critical Study (New York: 

Vintage, 1952), p. 194. 

6. Melvin Backman, Faulkner: The Major Years (Bloomington, Ind.: 

Indiana University Press, 1966), p. 42. 
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7 
"Sanctuary is not one of Faulkner's great novels." Much of the depre

catory criticism of the novel has been initiated by the author's own 

introduction which was affixed to the Random House edition of 1932. In 

it Faulkner confessed that the original inception of the work was "a 

cheap idea, because it was deliberately conceived to make money." He 

goes on to say: "I invented the most horrific tale I could imagine and 

8 
wrote it in about three weeks . . . ." These comments have cast a 

shadow upon the novel, but unnecessarily so, for in the same piece 

Faulkner emphasizes that Sanctuary underwent considerable revision 

before it was finally released, and with characteristic irony he remarks 

that he made "a fair job" of it. Just how extensive Faulkner's revi

sions were is suggested by Linton Massey in his detailed study of the 

unrevised galleys of the original manuscript Massey describes the trans-

9 
formation as a "minor miracle of revision." At his own expense, 

Faulkner delayed the publication of the novel and he spent much effort 

7. Michael Millgate, The Achievement of William Faulkner (New 

York: Vintage, 1971), p. 122. 

8. William Faulkner, "Introduction," Sanctuary (New York: 

Modern Library, 1932), p. v. 

9. Linton Massey, "Notes on the Unrevised Galleys of Faulkner's 

Sanctuary," Studies in Bibliography, 8 (1956), p. 204. Also see, William 

Faulkner, "Interviews in Japan (1955)," Lion in the Garden, ed. by James 

B. Meriwether and Michael Millgate (New York: Random House, 1968), 

p. 124. Responding to an interviewer, Faulkner contrasted the two 
versions: "The one that you didn't see was the base and cheap one, which 

I went to what sacrifice I could in more money than I could afford, 

rather than to let it pass. The one you saw was one that I did every

thing possible to make it as honest and as moving and to have as much 

significance as I could put into it." 
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in reshaping and directing it. The final published version, therefore, 

is a great deal more sophisticated than the originally conceived pot

boiler. The complexity of this version is best discovered and appreci

ated through an examination of Faulkner's intricate adaptation of the 

fundamental Gothic concerns and components which inform Sanctuary. 

The character matrix of Sanctuary, like that of Gothic novels 

which precede it, is essentially triadic, consisting of a victimized 

female, a questing hero, and a defiant villain. Moreover, Faulkner 

continues the American tradition in shifting psychological emphasis from 

the Gothic villain to the hero and heroine. At the same time, Faulkner 

multiplies each of these roles much as Melville did in Pierre. This 

technique is most clearly dramatized in the role of the Gothic heroine. 

Initially, Temple Drake appears in the standard role of the 

victimized heroine. After a violent car wreck, Temple and her date, 

Gowan Stevens, are taken to the old Frenchman's place, a decaying man

sion which now serves as a refuge for a group of gangsters. She becomes 

increasingly terrified as Stevens becomes drunk and eventually abandons 

her among the brutal men whose instincts become aroused as she skitters 

about them, emitting a warm and compelling scent of sexuality. But un

like the prototypic Gothic heroines, Temple displays a growing fascina

tion with her predicament. Her innate fear fuses with an unconscious 

pleasure at being the object of the sexual fantasies of the very men she 

seems to loathe. Ruby, the only other woman on the premises, detects 

this and remarks, "You poor little gutless fool. Playing at it."*^ 

10. William Faulkner, Sanctuary (New York: Vintage, 1931), p.58. 
Subsequent references to this edition will be parenthetically cited. 
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In her frenzied movements about the place, Temple repeatedly draws atten

tion to herself, and invites the violation she consciously abhors. 

Aroused by Temple's self-deception and unconscious desires, Ruby strikes 

unmercifully at Temple's pretensions: 

"Man? You've never seen a real man. You dont know what it 
is to be wanted by a real man. And thank your stars you 

haven't and never will, for then you'd find just what that 

little putty face is worth, and all the rest of it you think 

you are jealous of when you're just scared of it. And if he 
is just man enough to call you whore, you'll say Yes Yes and 

you'll crawl naked in dirt and mire for him to call you 

that" . . . (p. 57). 

As she listens, Temple's mouth is unconsciously moving "as if she were 

saying Yes Yes Yes." 

The very rape itself is a paradoxical experience for Temple, 

since it is a fusion of fear, fantasy, theatrics, and desire. She ad

mits that she imagined herself dead, as an older matron, and even another 

man during the experience. The theatrics and self-conscious role play

ing are emphasized when she repeatedly chants, "Something is happening 

to me!" (p. 99). The same fascination with herself in lustful per

formance is stressed again when she is taken to the brothel in Memphis 

where she gazes at Popeye as he watches her have sex with another man. 

At her violent assault, agony is mingled with ecstatic desire. She 

screams at Popeye, "Come on. Touch me. Touch me! You're a coward if 

you dont. Coward! Coward!" (p. 211). As Horace Benbow listens to 

Temple give her version of what happened, he is appalled as he realizes 

that she is "recounting the experience with actual pride, a sort of 

naive and impersonal vanity" (p. 209). Defiant pride in the capacity 
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for iniquity and fascination with malevolence—those fundamental traits 

usually associated with the Gothic villain—are ironically made manifest 

in the character of the Gothic heroine of Sanctuary. 

But Temple Drake is not the only woman who is victimized in this 

novel. Ruby Lamar more nearly approaches the role of the conventional 

Gothic victim, and her plight, rather than Temple's, elicits a less am

biguous sympathy. One of the most significant aspects concerning Ruby 

is that she has recently given birth to an infant fathered by Lee 

Goodwin. Although she is not legally married to the father of her child, 

Ruby nevertheless struggles to maintain the structure of her "family" 

and preserve the lives of Goodwin and her child through any means within 

her power. Furthermore, she is victimized not by one man, but by an 

entire community, whose "moral" indignation and righteousness demand her 

expulsion from town and the life of Goodwin. 

It is to Ruby that Horace Benbow, in assuming the role of Gothic 

hero, dedicates his quest. Of course, Temple had her defenders too: the 

cowardly Gavin Stevens and the feeble-minded Tommy, who is shot for his 

concerns. Benbow's efforts, however, occupy center stage; his adversary 

is formidable, for it encompasses the prejudices and vindictiveness of 

the community which has no regard for the sense of order and justice 

which sustains Horace's existence. With characteristic chivalrous 

notions and a naive faith in the prevalence of justice, Horace takes the 

case of Lee Goodwin when he is falsely accused of the murder of Tommy. 

In a series of shattering encounters, Benbow discovers the fragility of 

the foundations upon which his faith is based. Although not surprised 
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that the prosecuting attorney, Eustace Graham, is fighting for a convic

tion in order to boost his political aspirations, Horace is stunned by 

Temple's perjury, which results in Goodwin's conviction for a murder he 

did not commit. 

The most insidious attack which Benbow suffers, however, comes 

from an unexpected source. Before the conclusion of the trial, Benbow 

experiences not only the destructive willfulness of Temple Drake, but of 

his own beloved sister, Narcissa, who provides the prosecuting attorney 

with enough information to destroy her brother's defense. Previously, 

Narcissa had attempted to discourage her brother from taking the case, 

as it would embarrass her to have him defend a prostitute and a boot

legger in her home town. She wrongly assumes that Horace is involved 

with Ruby, and tells him, "I don't care where else you go nor what you 

do. I don't care how many women you have nor who they are. But I 

cannot have my brother mixed up with a woman people are talking about" 

(p. 178). Narcissa's convictions are formed not out of personal morality, 

but rather social hypocrisy. That she disregards any concept of justice 

or truth is made clear when she declares, "I don't see that it makes any 

difference who did it" (p. 179). Narcissa not only destroys Benbow's 

chances of a just trial, but she has Ruby run out of town by a mob of 

"Christian" women. The moral ethic of the community is just as perverted 

as that of the gangsters into whose hands Temple falls. The final anni

hilating blow to Benbow's faith is struck by the frenzied and outraged 

mob which burns Goodwin before he can be legally executed. 
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Ironically, Goodwin is destroyed not for murder, but for an 

offense which the mob considers even more appalling—penetrating "the 

most sacred affairs of the most sacred thing in life: womanhood ..." 

(p. 276). Horace barely escapes the mob's violence with his own life, 

but by now that is of little value to him. Having witnessed the travesty 

of justice, in the deceptions and viciousness of Teraple and Narcissa, 

and the insane burning of Goodwin as well as the self-sacrificing posture 

of Ruby, Benbow is devastated and knows it. He has little alternative 

but to return to the woman he married, the woman he attempted to escape, 

the woman from whom there can be no escape. To his indifferent wife 

and to his mindless step-daughter, Little Belle, for whom he has in

cestuous fantasies, Benbow surrenders in sorrowful anguish of social and 

personal extripation. Unlike the early Gothic heroes, Benbow1s quest 

inevitably ends in failure. At the end of the novel, Horace more nearly 

resembles Melville's Pierre, a man whose noble intentions and chivalrous 

deeds lead him to an annhilating recognition. This Gothic hero is 

divested of his heroism as he sinks deeply into an abyss of despair once 

fathomed only by the Gothic villain. 

From his first appearance in Sanctuary, Popeye is obviously cast 

from the mold of Gothic villainy. He appears, suddenly and without 

sound, in a black suit, apparition-like, with a face having "a queer 

bloodless color, as though seen by electric light." In contrast to the 

natural and sunny surroundings, Popeye seems artificial, unreal, inhuman; 

"he had that vicious depthless quality of stamped tin" (p. 4). Popeye 

stares at Benbow with "a sort of vicious cringing" at their first 
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meeting, and when the dark little man approaches him, Benbow thinks to 

himself that Popeye even smells black: "he smells like that black stuff 

that ran out of Bovary's mouth and down upon her bridal veil when they 

raised her head" (p. 7). Benbow instinctively associates Popeye with 

the stench of death. 

Popeye's Gothic villainy is sub-human rather than super-human. 

He remains indifferent to human concerns and outside the compass of 

human suffering. He is terrifying not because of his uncontrollable 

passions, but because he remains totally passionless, completely self-

absorbed; even his acts of cruelty and murder are performed in cold 

blood. Lawrence S. Kubie accurately assesses Popeye as the primary 

embodiment of the recurrent theme of psychic impotence in the novel.^ 

But his problem goes deeper than a psycho-sexual maladjustment; his 

inability to function and his incapacity for direct human involvement 

imply a vacancy and sterility at the core of his being. He is a void 

within, incapable of active participation with the processes of existence; 

he is doomed to a life of detached, and sometimes covert, observation or 

manipulation. The first instance of this occurs when Temple looks up 

after defecating in the woods and discovers that Popeye has been ob

serving her. Later he assaults her with a rough corn cob, a grotesque 

phallic substitute necessitated by his actual physical impotence. And 

after Popeye takes her to Miss Reba's brothel, he is compelled to sit at 

the edge of the bed while he watches the copulation of Temple with the 

11. Lawrence S. Kubie, "William Faulkner's Sanctuary," 
Faulkner: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. by Robert Penn Warren 

(New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1966), p. 140. 
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man he has chosen, as he makes obscene whinnying sounds of an 

animal. 

Although he is rarely seen and seldom heard, Popeye casts his 

ominous shadow over all of the other characters in the novel. Temple 

has good cause to cringe and whimper at his approach when he returns to 

her room after the initial rape. Faulkner renders this scene with par

ticular horrific impact. Lying in bed, Temple looks up and discovers 

the silent figure of Popeye emerging from the shadows: 

She lay motionless, her palms lifted, her flesh beneath the 
envelope of her loins cringing rearward in furious disinte

gration like frightened people in a crowd. When he advanced 

his hand again she thought he was going to strike her. Watching 

his face, she saw it beginning to twitch and jerk like that of 

a child about to cry, and she heard him begin to make a whimper

ing sound (p. 154). 

Even the rough Goodwin fears Popeye's revenge, and he refuses to impli

cate Popeye in his own trial, even though he realizes that he is being 

accused of a crime committed by Popeye. Goodwin expects that Popeye's 

power might even give him access to the inside of the prison, and 

Goodwin would rather confront the verdict of the court than Popeye's 

gun. And for all his faith in the protection of the law, Benbow too 

begins to feel the "black and nameless threat" which Popeye instills. 

Thinking back to their first encounter at the Old Frenchman place, Benbow 

recalls: "Popeye"s black presence lying upon the house like the shadow 

of something no larger than a match falling monstrous and portentous 

upon something else otherwise familiar and everyday and twenty times 

its size ..." (p. 116). 
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Furthermore, in grotesque parody of the paternal role of the 

Gothic villain, Popeye treats Temple as a spoiled "child." Cleanth 

Brooks observes that Temple's attitude toward her captor is as ambiva

lent as her response toward her father: "If she hates Popeye--and per

haps just because she does hate him for his power and authority—she 

12 
finds in him something of a father." In fact, Temple even addresses 

him as "daddy." Trying to take from him the gun with which he is about 

to murder Red, her lover, Temple slides next to Popeye; '"Give it to 

me,' she whispered. 'Daddy. Daddy.' She leaned her thigh against his 

shoulder, caressing his arm with her flank. 'Give it to me daddy,' 

she whispered" (p. 229). 

Despite his importance to the novel, it is not until the final 

chapter that Popeye comes into center stage. While driving to Florida 

on his annual visit to see his mother, Popeye is arrested in Birmingham 

for the murder of a policeman. Ironically, Popeye is not guilty of this 

crime, for at the same time that the policeman was shot, Popeye was in 

another town murdering another man. As Popeye indifferently awaits his 

execution in a prison cell, the narrator flashes back to the early 

childhood of Popeye. Begotten out of wedlock, born on Christmas day, 

Popeye arrives on the scene after his father has already abandoned his 

mother; once again the sins of the father are visited upon the son, and 

in this novel there is a literal as well as symbolic application, since 

Popeye bears the mark of congenital syphilis. Consequently, the doctor 

12. Cleanth Brooks, William Faulkner: The Yolcnapatawpha Country 

(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1963), p. 135. 
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remarks, "he will never be a man, properly speaking" (p. 300). Popeye 

began his destructive career at an early age, A woman attempted to be

friend the boy after his grandmother burned down the house, but Popeye 

responded to this affection with an act of violent repudiation. When 

the woman returned home one day she discovered that the boy had fled, 

leaving behind a repulsive sight: "On the floor lay a wicker cage in 

which two lovebirds lived; beside it lay the birds themselves, and the 

bloody scissors with which he had cut them up alive" (p. 301). Several 

months later, after he is sent to a home for incorrigible children, he 

cuts up a half grown kitten in the same manner as the birds. The same 

destructive impulses are amplified at a later stage of life as Popeye 

assaults Temple with a corn-cob, and murders two men, Tommy and Red. 

The final chapter of Sanctuary does more than provide the history 

of Popeye, however. It places him outside the scope of either pity or 

contempt. As Lawrence Thompson argues: 

The major irony which lurks in events concerning Popeye is 
that when the reader finally is given the story of Popeye's 

background, the moral responsibility for his actions can no 

longer be assigned to Popeye. 

He has neither moral consciousness nor respect for life, including his 

own. Standing on the scaffold moments before his hanging, Popaye utters 

his last words: "Fix my hair, Jack" (p. 308). Without hope, he remains 

without fear. Like other Gothic villains, Popeye is both victimizer and 

victim, destroyer and destroyed. 

13. Lawrence Thompson, William Faulkner: An Introduction and 

Interpretation (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1963), p. 111. 
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Like Melville's Pierre, Popeye spends his final days in prison. 

Significantly, almost all of the major characters in this novel find 

themselves confined and trapped. The most commanding symbol of internal

ized space in this novel is the delapidated, "gutted ruin rising gaunt 

and stark," known as the Old Frenchman place. "The gaunt ruin of the 

house rose against the sky, above the massed and matted cedars, light-

less, desolate, and profound" (p. 18). This old mansion is a modern 

Southern version of the haunted castle of early Gothic fiction. As the 

secret domain of Popeye and the other gangsters, it is the scene of 

violence, murder and rape. The ruin is a sanctuary only in the ironic 

sense that it shelters for a time each of the major characters. Un

hallowed it is, but the other sanctuaries toward which all the charac

ters frantically flee offer even less security and protection. Popeye 

ends in prison, and so too does Lee Goodwin. Temple is taken from Old 

Frenchman's only to be incarcerated in the Memphis brothel run by Miss 

Reba, Ruby Lamar leaves the old house as she follows Goodwin into the 

community. Benbow takes her to his family home, but Narcissa demands 

that she be removed. Ruby is then taken to a boarding house; but from 

this too she is expelled, and finally Horace finds sanctuary for her in 

"the ramshackle house of an old half-crazed white woman who was believed 

to manufacture spells for Negroes" (p. 193). 

Even Benbow is imprisoned in the final scenes of the novel, 

though not in the sense that Popeye and Goodwin are. At the beginning 

of the novel, Benbow explains to the men at the Old Frenchman place 

that he has just fled from his wife and his home in Kinston. But after 

his humiliating defeats, Horace in complete dejection is prepared to 
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return to the home from which he cannot escape. The return marks his 

ultimate recognition of the futility of escape and discloses his final 

despair. Appropriately, the final glimpse of Benbow after his return 

to Kinston discovers him listening to his wife's command, "Lock the back 

door." In so doing he resigns himself to his prison-like existence. 

Juxtaposed to the spatial confinement is a temporal dimension of 

Gothicism which locks characters within the past or in frozen moments of 

the present. A number of years ago, Jean-Paul Sartre noted that, 

"Faulkner's metaphysics is ·a metaphysics of time."
14 

Whil
1

e the present in 

Faulkner's novels is "essentially catastrophic," the future remains in-

scrutable, a void. "In Faulkner's work there is never any progression, 

never anything which comes from the future. 1115 Rather, as in the 

Gothic novel, the past is the dominant temporal dimension, the essence 

which shapes and qualifies all the actions and molds all the characters. 

The present is merely a stasis, contained and defined by the past. 

"The past takes on a sort of super-reality; its contours are hard and 

clear, unchangeable. The present, nameless and fleeting, is helpless 

before it. " 16 This is especially true of Sanctuary, since all of the 

major characters are ensnared, transfixed, in time. Much of the material 

developed in the final chapter of the novel recounting Popeye's history 

demonstrates that he too bears the burden of the past, since his 

deficiencies are the product of his inheritance and abnormal upbringing. 

Finally, Popeye measures out his last days before execution by filling 

14. Jean-Paul Sartre, "On The Sound and the Fury: Time in the 
Works of Faulkner," Faulkner: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. by 
Robert Penn Warren (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1966), p. 87. 

15. Ibid., p. 88. 

16. Ibid., p. 89. 
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in blank spaces in the prison wall with cigarette stubs, a futile gesture 

to fill the voids of time which characterize his existence. 

More terrifying still is the sense of stasis and paralysis in 

the lives of Benbow and Temple. The first instance of such frozen time 

occurs at the spring where Popeye and Benbow silently stare at one 

another: "They squatted so, facing one another across the spring, for 

two hours. Now and then the bird sang back in the swamp, as though it 

were worked like a clock ..." (p. 5). Another dramatic instance of 

the phenomenen of frozen moments occurs when Horace returns to Jefferson 

after his initial interview with Temple in Memphis: 

He walked to town and crossed the deserted square. He thought 

of the other morning when he crossed it. It was as though 

there had not been any elapsed time between: the same gesture 

of the lighted clock-face, the same vulture-like shadows in the 

doorways; it might be the same morning and he had merely crossed 

the square, about-faced and was returning; all between a dream 

filled with all the nightmare shapes it had taken him forty-

three years to invent . . . (p. 215). 

William Rossky, in his analysis of the patterns of nightmare in 

Sanctuary, points to these frozen moments of retarded motion or stasis 

as contributing to a cosmic sense of nightmare; "they accumulate to an 

experience of profound terror and powerlessness within and before the 

chaos and illogicality of the whole of existence."^ The terror and 

sense of impotence which these moments produce are repeatedly experienced 

by Temple. For example, on the night of her assault time is agonizingly 

retarded to slow motion, so slow, indeed, that Temple urges Popeye on 

just to speed up the process. Her very exclamations shift time from 

17. William Rossky, "The Pattern of Nightmare in Sanctuary: or, 
Miss Reba's Dogs," Modern Fiction Studies (Winter, 1969-1970), p. 514. 
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future, to present, to past tense. "Something is going to happen to 

me . . . 'Something is happening to me!1 ... 'I told you it was1 

. . . 'I told you! I told you all the time!"' (p. 99). Paralyzed with 

fear, Temple regresses to unconscious fantasies by which she vainly 

attempts to protect herself from the horrific present. 

The most extended treatment of temporality in the novel occurs 

as Temple sits locked in her room at the brothel. As night descends, 

she peers into the dresser mirror where she has "a glimpse of herself 

like a thin ghost, a pale shadow moving in the uttermost profundity of 

shadow" (p. 144). In this scene, Faulkner creates the same foreboding 

and phantasmagoric atmosphere that Hawthorne invoked as dusk shrouded 

the corpse of Judge Pyncheon. Temple can barely hear the indistinguish

able, remote sounds in other portions of the house. Enveloped in her 

solitary darkness, an aura of the past silently envelopes her: "there 

seemed to linger spent ghosts of voluptuous gestures and dead lusts" 

(p. 151). Upon the cheap veneered dresser sits an old clock whose hands 

are frozen at half-past-ten-o'clock. As in a trance, Temple stares 

vacantly at the clock's gradually vanishing face. 

She watched the final light condense into the clock face, and 

the dial change from a round orifice in the darkness to a 
disc suspended in nothingness, the original chaos, and change 

in turn to a crystal ball holding in it still and cryptic 

depths the ordered chaos of the intricate and shadowy world 
upon whose scarred flanks the old wounds whirl onward at dizzy 
speed into darkness lurking with new disasters (pp. 146-147). 

Nowhere in Sanctuary does Faulkner come closer to portraying the plunge 

into original chaos, nothingness, and primieval darkness than in this 

passage. This is Faulkner's own version of a descent into a maelstrom, 
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an excursion into the heart of darkness; it is in passages such as this 

that Faulkner overwhelms the reader with a profound power of blackness 

in which the tone and texture of Gothicism fuse in cataclysmic terror. 

The world that is revealed as Faulkner strips away the thin facade of 

temporal and spatial order is cryptic, chaotic, and shadowy. At the 

very heart of it lies sense of the demonic that is even more awesome 

than the social and psychopathological evils which reveal themselves on 

the manifest level of this novel. Faulkner's Gothicism opens to a murky 

vista of Melvillean "heartless voids and immensities of the universe," 

an apocalyptic terror catapulted to cosmic proportions. 

Although several of the characters catch glimpses of the demonic 

and chaotic core of experience, only Benbow attempts to comprehend and 

define it. In a dialogue with Miss Jenny, at the point where he is 

attempting to explain his motive for taking Goodwin's case, Benbow begins 

by assuming that what he is so desperately fighting against is "in

justice." Miss Jenny, however, reminds him that it is impossible to 

catch up with injustice, to which Benbow replies, "Well, that irony which 

lurks in events, then" (p. 115). Horace's revision is significant, for 

he is beginning to acquire at this point in the novel a sense of the 

perversity which resides covertly in human experience. Sanctuary 

abounds with just such lurking irony. For example, Lee Goodwin is con

victed for a crime he did not commit, while the outraged mob murder him 

in the name of justice and under the guise of moral indignation. Popeye's 

execution also serves as a prime instance of universal irony and perverse 

fatality. 
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Benbow's romantic idealism is soon shattered after he discovers 

that this lurking irony is beyond the power of man to alter. As 

Horace listens to Temple narrate with decadent pride her shocking ex

perience, "in one of those light, chatty monologues which women carry on 

when they realise that they have the center of the stage," he begins to 

fathom the ultimate absurdity of his quest and even his existence. 

"Better for her if she were dead tonight, Horace thought, walking on. 

For me, too" (p. 213). Trudging back from Miss Reba's, Benbow realizes 

the metaphysical implications of his vision of a world pervaded by 

cosmic injustice, irony, evil: 

Perhaps it is upon the instant we realise, admit, that there 

is a logical pattern to evil, that we die, he thought, think
ing of the expression he had once seen in the eyes of a dead 
child, and of other dead: the cooling indignation, the shocked 

despair fading, leaving two empty globes in which the motion

less world lurked profoundly in miniature (p. 214). 

It is not simply that evil is so appalling, but that there is a "logical 

pattern" to it; iniquity and injustice are not isolated or random, a 

deviance from the norm of order and reason. Rather, there is an eternal 

and ubiquitous principle of malevolence operative which makes evident 

the senselessness of indignation or shocked despair. Finally, Horace 

has an annihilating vision of the blackness of darkness, of the deeper 

shadows which lie within an already bleak and shadowy existence. 

Much of the horror and chaos is emphasized in the setting of 

Sanctuary. In the early Gothic romances of Ann Radcliffe, the natural 

setting was used to reflect the internal psyc.ho-drama of a particular 

character. An ominous quality of nature mirrored the fearful forebodings 

of a distressed individual. But in Sanctuary, Faulkner's naturalism 
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posits an environment which remains indifferent to human agony, uncon

scious of man's presence and turmoil. An early instance occurs in which 

Popeye and Benbow are walking from the spring together and an owl swoops 

down at them: "Then something, a shadow shaped with speed stooped at 

them and on, leaving a rush of air upon their very faces, on a soundless 

feathering of taut wings, and Benbow felt Popeye's whole body spring 

against him, his hand clawing at his coat. 'It's just an owl,' Benbow 

said. 'It's nothing but an owl"' (p. 7). The brief scene discloses 

Popeye's instinctive fear of and alienation from nature. The acute 

disjunction between natural processes and the human situation is again 

emphasized as Temple is being driven by Popeye from the Old Frenchman 

place to Memphis. 

She sat limp in the corner of the seat, watching the steady 

backward rush of land—pines in opening vistas splashed with 

fading dogwood; sedge, fields green with cotton and empty of 

any movement peaceful, as though Sunday were a quality of 

atmosphere, of light and shade—sitting with her legs close 
together, listening to the hot minute seeping of her blood, 

saying dully to herself, I'm still bleeding. I'm still bleed

ing. 
It was a bright, soft day, a wanton morning filled with 

that unbelievable soft radiance of May, rife with a promise 

of noon and of heat , . . (p. 133). 

And after another extended, luxuriant paragraph of fulgent and serene 

nature description, the scene ends with: "looking vacantly and stupidly 

at the rushing roadside Temple began to scream" (p. 134). The human 

sphere seems all the more grotesque juxtaposed to the peacefulness of 

nature. People, like characters in a macabre drama, play out their 

violent and chaotic scene against a natural, indifferent landscape. 
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Nature continues in its own process of rejuvenation in ironic contrast 

to the sound and fury of human endeavor. 

Faulkner reinforces this chilling atmosphere in yet another 

manner. The terrifying events in the fictional world leave as little 

impression on the narrative voice as on the natural landscape. Cleanth 

Brooks is exactly correct in his contention that, "In fact, a great deal 

of the power of the novel comes from the naked objectivity of such scenes 

as this of Popeye in prison or that of Temple Drake in the courtroom. 

They are rendered in compelling detail, though without explicit refer-

18 
ence to the inner thoughts of the characters." Like Melville's silent 

and indifferent God, the omniscient narrator never intrudes, never 

voices either outrage or sympathy with his own creation. The characters 

remain completely, inexorably isolated or frozen in a nightmarish pattern 

of evil. 

In each of these ways, Faulkner brings to the surface the cosmic 

terrors of the Gothic vision. In Sanctuary, all forms of idealism and 

confidence in order and reason are demolished. Although there are comic 

elements in this novel, Faulkner avoids the fortuitous conclusions or 

comic-romantic resolutions imposed by Charles Brockden Brown and 

Hawthorne on their fictions. Sanctuary, as Melville's Pierre, concludes 

with an annihilating Gothic vision, in darkness and defeat and perpetual 

chaos. Yet Faulkner's cool, detached narration avoids the bitter, 

blasphemous intrusions which characterize the narrative voice of Pierre. 

18. Brooks, p. 136. 
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Faulkner's Gothicism is both subtle and profound. One commentator, 

noting the distance between the early British Gothic romances and 

Sanctuary, has advanced the argument that this novel is a "caustic 

parody" of standard Gothic conventions; the theme of the novel, accord-

ing to David L. Frazier, is "the breakdown of traditionalism" in a 

. 19 satiric attack on modernism and mechanistic society. However, Faulkner's 

use of the Gothic mode is a great deal more complex than this, and the 

essential differences between the Gothic romances of Walpole and Rad-

cliffe and the modern Gothic novel have come about since the mode has 

been in continual evolution. Faulkner's use of Gothic materials is one 

of adaptation and naturalization, rather than parody, of recurrent 

Gothic components. Moreover, the thematics of Sanctuary go much beyond 

satire on modernity and mechanism. In this novel, Faulkner explores the 

psychological, social, and cosmic sources of evil, and discovers in the 
" 

universe a terrifying and demonic principle that has always been at the 

heart of Gothicism. 

19. David L. Frazier, "Gothicism in Sanctuary: The Black Pall 
and the Crap Table," Modern Fiction Studies (August, 1956), p. 115. 



CHAPTER 8 

PENN WARREN'S WORLD ENOUGH AND TIME: 

THE BURDEN OF THE PAST 

Robert Penn Warren's tribute to the dark romantic impulse of the 

American literary imagination is evidenced by his numerous analytic 

essays on earlier American Gothic writers as well as in the Gothic com

ponents of his own novels. Warren is acutely conscious of the novelistic 

techniques and thematics of those authors writing in the Gothic tradi

tion, especially Hawthorne, Melville and Faulkner. Moreover, Warren's 

chief contributions to this tradition lie in his own dark imaginative 

literature, his Gothicism which is expressed in both his poetry and 

fiction. 

Warren's perceptive examinations of Hawthorne and Melville shed 

light on the ironic and terrifying vision of iniquity which has always 

been the soul of the Gothic tradition. In a recent essay on Hawthorne's 

"Hellfiredness," for example, Warren notes the "profoundly ironical" 

view which shapes Hawthorne's fiction: 

In that world of ambiguities, there is, inevitably, a terrible 
illogic. Good and bad may be intertwined; good may be wasted; 

accident, not justice rules. Man is doomed to live in a world 

where nature is denied and human nature is distorted, and— 
most shatteringly of all--in a world where love and hate may 

be "the same thing at bottom," and even vice and virtue may 

represent nothing more than what Chillingworth calls "a typical 
illusion."1 

1. Robert Penn Warren, "Hawthorne Revisited: Some Remarks on 

Hellfiredness," The Sewanee Review. 81 (Winter, 1973), p. 111. 
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The goal of the Gothicist has always been to expose these typical illu

sions, to reveal the actual paradox of existence regardless of the 

shattering and terrifying recognition. The role of the Gothic writer, 

Warren seems to imply, lies in assuming a sinister, almost diabolical 

stance in destroying naive faith and uncomplicated perceptions and in 

substituting a hell-fired vision of mystery and iniquity. Warren 

discovers in Melville a similar aspect, a concern "with the fundamental 

2 
ironical dualities of existence." A particular instance of this ironi

cal component, according to Warren, is exemplified in Melville's treat

ment of fate, time, and historical process: 

. . . the act is always poised on the verge of history, the 

passion even at the moment of greatest intensity, is always 

about to become legend, the moral issue is always about to 

disappear into time and leave only the human figure, shadowy 

now, fixed in attitudes of the struggle."^ 

This is an important component not only of Melville's work, but of 

those dark Gothic romances generally, where the past ever encroaches 

upon the unsubstantial and shadowy present, and characters strut and 

fret upon the stage in a grotesque pantomime which seems ready to dis

solve into legend. It portends a world full of sound and fury, of 

melodramatic action, that signifies little or nothing but the gesture 

of the struggle with existence itself. These qualities are especially 

true of the "ambiguous drama" and "bloody farce" of Warren's own Gothic 

novel World Enough and Time. 

2. Robert Penn Warren,"Melville the Poet," Selected Essays 

(New York: Vintage, 1951), p. 190. 

3. Ibid., p. 195. 
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The historical consciousness which presupposes the interpene-

tration of the past in the present and sees the inextricable ties between 

legend and private drama persists in the modern world with especial 

intensity in the South. In The Burden of Southern History, C. Vann 

Woodward has pointed to the preoccupation and almost "obsessive concern 

4 
of Southern writers with the past in the present . . . It is this 

proudly felt sense of history that gives the shaping spirit to the tragic 

and sometimes horrific nature of the Southern novel. It is a Gothic 

vision that embodies a world in which man vainly struggles against in

vincible blind forces of the past, the unfathomable stream of destiny, 

and the unconscious primal urges of his own libido. C. Hugh Holman 

aptly summarizes the tensions which so often give rise to the dark 

romantic vision of the Southern novelist: 

In dramatizing this tragic view of man caught in his nature 

and the trap of time, southern novelists have returned to a 

vision of human experience that is sharply at variance with 
that of much of America, to a vision that is essentially ro
mantic and idealistic. The southern novelist sees man as a 

tragic figure rather than a mechanical victim and relates his 

meaning to a large structure of event and history.-' 

These are among the primary reasons why the Gothic novel has flourished 

in the South during the 20th century. The modern Southern author ex

plores the tangled web of time and translates his vision characteristi

cally into images of the grotesque, demonic, and violent. Given the 

4. C. Vann Woodward, The Burden of Southern History (Baton 

Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1960), p. 36. 

5. C. Hugh Holman, "The Novel in the South," A Time of Harvest, 

ed. by Robert E. Spiller (New York: Hill and Wang, 1962), p. 94. 
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attitudes and concerns of the Southern author, it is not surprising that 

Warren discovered in the novels of William Faulkner 'kn intense, tormented, 

£ 
and brutal, but dignified and sometimes noble reality." 

For Warren, Faulkner's novels offered the same shock of recog

nition that Melville experienced in reading Hawthorne's fiction. Warren 

responded intensely to the tensions, outrage, and power of blackness 

which Faulkner embodied in his fiction. In a critical essay on Faulkner, 

he remarked: "Even the images of degradation and violence . . . seemed 

added certification of the reality of the novels: a perverse and perhaps 

self-indulgent delight, which you yourself recognized, in the dark compli

cations of Southern life, a reflexive response to an unidentified tension 

7 
and a smouldering rage beneath the surface of Southern life." Un

doubtedly, Faulkner's novels have had a strong influence on Warren. In 

his own fiction, Warren continues the plunge beneath the surfaces to the 

axis of reality, the heart of darkness underlying the crust of common 

appearances. Also, Warren's fiction dramatizes, as does Faulkner's and 

the earlier Gothic novels, the violent, passionate, and irrational forces 

that exert their control over human actions and which ironically subvert 

noble intentions and romantic aspirations. Warren returns to these 

themes in each of his novels, but they are most horrifically explored in 

his darkest Gothic fiction, World Enough and Time. 

6. Robert Penn Warren, "Introduction: Faulkner: Past and Future," 
Faulkner: A Collection of Critical Essays (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 

1966), p. 1. 

7. Ibid., pp. 1-2. 
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The descriptive subtitle of World Enough and Time is "A Romantic 

Novel," and it is romantic in several senses of the word. The popular 

conception of a romantic novel usually involves the melodramatic trials 

of love and the eventual ascendancy of passion, and these topics do 

occupy a central position in this novel. But Warren's treatment of the 

melodramatic "romance" is ironic, since he sees love as an illusion and 

the eruption of passion as destructive. The expectations of those 

readers who might have anticipated such a conventional romance would be 

sorely frustrated at the more ominous movement of World Enough and Time, 

and this is precisely Warren's strategy. The novel is romantic too in 

the sense that Warren reserves for himself the imaginative freedom and 

latitude to reconstruct the historical materials out of which he 

fashions his tale. The foundation of the novel is an actual death-

confession of Jereboam 0. Beauchamp, who recounted the tragic circum

stances leading to his murder of Colonel Solomon Sharp in 1825 in 

Kentucky. The entire saga, often referred to as "The Kentucky Tragedy," 

has found its way into American literature in numerous works, most 

notably in works by Thomas Holley Chivers and Edgar Allan Poe and novels 

g 
by Charles Fenno Hoffman and William Gillmore Simms. Warren's own 

version is by far the most accurate and complex, but he too alters his 

materials to suit his own purposes and interests. Warren's romantic 

stance allows him to develop the same "tinge of the marvellous" that 

8. A modern edition of Beauchamp's "Confession" (along with 

other primary materials related to the extraordinary case) is included 

in: The Kentucky Tragedy: A Problem in Romantic Attitudes, ed. by Loren 

J. Kallsen (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1963). 
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Hawthorne strove for in The House of the Seven Gables. Warren recounts 

the macabre incidents of the Kentucky Tragedy not in the manner of the 

objective historian, but with the terrifying and dramatic impact of a 

Gothic romancer. The narrator dissects past events and characters in 

search for hidden motive and pathology. He broods over the tale, expos

ing ironical dualities; private, social, and cosmic injustices and 

iniquities; and universal demonic components of human nature. Most 

importantly, the novel is "romantic" since at the core of the narrative 

is the ironic quest of Jeremiah Beaumont whose noble aspirations and 

naive ideals involve him in a course of action that plunges him into a 

maelstrom of violent action and finally murder. 

Jeremiah Beaumont, as the novel opens, is a young idealist, proud 

of his past and ambitious for his future; the world itself appears to 

him as a grand stage upon which he will play a noble and heroic part: 

"The drama which Jeremiah Beaumont prepared was to be grand, with noble 

9 
gestures and swelling periods, serious as blood." He resembles at this 

point in his career the traditional Gothic hero in search of a quest 

that demands extraordinary courage in rescuing a damsel from a terrify

ing calamity. Jeremiah's romantic impulse is given specific focus when, 

in a book of martyrs, he comes upon a striking picture of a young woman 

who died for the faith against persecuting tyranny. 

9. Robert Penn Warren, World Enough and Time (New York: Random 

House, 1950), p. 5. Subsequent references to this edition will be 

parenthetically cited. 
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One in particular he returned to in the end, the picture of 
a young woman tied cruelly to a post "so that the bonds seemed 

to crush her sweet flesh and her face lifted up while the flames 

rose about her." He pored for hours over that picture, which 

we can visualize as crude, blurred, and splotched on the spongy 

paper of the ruined book. "Sometimes looking fixedly upon it, my 

breath almost stopped and my bowels turned to water. Sometimes 

the strange fancy took me that I might seize her from the flame 

and escape with her from all the people who crowded about for 

her death. At other times it seemed that I might throw myself 

into the fire to perish with her for the very joy" (pp. 10-11). 

But the ecstasy of contemplating a sacrificial rescue is not always pure. 

Jeremiah also confesses that the picture inspires him with other, con

tradictory desires. At times he admits: "I saw her standing there bound, 

with no fire set, and I myself flung the first flaming faggot and could 

not wait to see her twist and strive against the tight bond in the great 

heat and toss her head with the hair falling loose to utter a cry for 

the first agony" (p. 11). The paradoxical fusion of ecstasy and agony 

noted here is characteristic of Jeremiah's ambivalent motivation and 

response to what he later refers to as the "doubleness of life." The 

self-conscious knowledge of his darker urges, however, arises only after 

he commits himself to acts which he feels are totally honorable and 

justifiable. His tragedy evolves from a failure to recognize the demonic 

urges which unconsciously subvert his idealism and conscious intentions. 

Until Jeremiah hears of Rachel Jordon, however, his romantic quest re

mains unspecified and undirected. 

Jeremiah first hears of Rachel from his friend Wilkie Barron who 

composes a picture of a young, beautiful, and unattainable woman. He 

listens to "a tale of selfless passion, innocent trust, and dark be

trayal" (p. 55) with tenderest sympathy. He becomes particularly 
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outraged when he learns that his mentor, Colonel Fort, was the agent of 

her doom and betrayal. To his vivid imagination, Rachel appears as 

the victimized heroine, the entrapped princess whom he must rescue at 

any cost and for whom he must dedicate himself regardless of personal 

sacrifice. Rachel is a Gothic heroine, but unlike the conventional 

prototype, she has already fallen victim to the villain's henious deed. 

Jeremiah must become her valient redeemer. 

When Jeremiah first approaches the ruinous and apparently un

inhabited Jordon estate, he imagines Rachel lying "in the innermost dark 

of the house, with eyes closed and breast scarcely moving with breath, 

bewitched and abandoned under a terrible enchantment" (p. 64). Though 

she continually denies him a personal interview, he makes repeated 

attempts to see her and upon the first occasion, when he unexpectedly 

discovers her in a garden, he immediately identifies her with the girl 

in the picture; but Jeremiah is unsure whether his joy is because he 

"would leap in and pluck her free or because [he"] had thrown the first 

flaming faggot and waited for her to cry out in pain" (p. 72). Never

theless, he suppresses his doubts about his motivation for a time and 

dedicates himself to her as he pledges to kill her seducer, Fort. Even 

after the frenzied murder and trial, Jeremiah views his quest as noble 

and continues to see Rachel as a victimized heroine whom he rescues: 

He had restored her to the world. She had been out of the 

world for a long time, for years, the princess chained and 
enchanted, the pale sufferer bound by shame, but he had 

struck her free. Ah, all was justified, all fulfilled 
(p. 297). 
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In pursuing his romantic quest, Jeremiah must commit himself to 

what he repeatedly calls the "great Purpose"--the murder of the villain. 

Fort is, especially in the eyes of Jeremiah, a Gothic villain, for he 

has seduced and abandoned Rachel, the daughter of a close friend. What 

complicates the matter further is that Fort had been like a father to 

Jerry, Fort admits his "paternal affection" for Jeremiah, and the youth 

is painfully conscious of his debt to his benefactor. Yet the youth has 

an unconscious need to destroy this figure of parental authority pre

cisely because of his enormous debt to him and because he needs to 

dissociate himself from his mentor in order to achieve a separate sense 

of identity. Leonard Casper is correct in stating that Jeremiah is 

among those characters "who think of birth as renunciation of all 

precedents and consider identity synonymous with detachment and inno

cence. Ironically, by requiring such identity through separation, they 

share in the guilt of their own creation."^ 

In killing Fort, Jeremiah is acting out a "ritual of expiation" 

(p. 205), an expiation for the guilt of Fort and, paradoxically, his own 

guilt. He has a glimpse of this when he recognizes his indissoluble 

identification with Fort: "Fort's face and his face were the same. He 

and Fort were caught in the same web of guilt" (p. 206). Ironically, the 

recognition comes as a consolation and not as a threat to Jeremiah. He 

willingly accepts the sins of his father for this gives him the mission 

of redeeming his idea of justice and of truth: 

10. Leonard Casper, Robert Penn Warren: The Dark and Bloody 

Ground (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1960), p. 145. 
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He was at peace, strangely, with Colonel Cassius Fort. He 

was grateful to him, not with the old gratitude for favor 

and kindnesses which had pinched his heart, but with a new 

gratitude, more profound, like gratitude of a good son to a 
father. He was grateful because Fort, with the last outrage, 

had showed him the truth (p. 207). 

The murder of Fort, therefore, would not only be an expiation but also 

a baptism. Jeremiah anxiously awaits the opportunity to bathe in the 

blood of Fort which would, he believes, clear him before the world, and 

more importantly, before himself: "He would bathe in it [Fort's blood] 

and be clean, and the words of the hymn ran through his head, of a 

fountain filled with blood which would wash away all guilty stains" 

(p. 164). But in these fruitless attempts to cleanse himself of his 

guilt, he merely darkens the indelible stain. 

From the very beginning of the romantic quest, Beaumont's actual 

motive has been neither to revenge Rachel's dishonor nor to punish the 

villain for his dark deed, but to discover for himself the potentials 

of selfhood. His love for Rachel and his hatred for Fort are the pre

texts and occasion for his actions, the rationalizations which he makes 

for subjective needs and desires. The quest for vengeance is the outer 

display of behavior which cloaks his real motivation, his inner dark 

compulsion or "midnight pulse." Although Rachel utters the ultimate 

injunction to kill Fort, the true obligation was not externally laid 

upon him, but "sprang from the depths of his nature, from the 'midnight 

pulse'" (p. 115). The overt act is the means of defining himself and 

creating a world which would conform to his own ideal: "Jeremiah Beaumont 

had to create his world or be the victim of a world he did not create" 

(p. 115). Ironically, Jeremiah comes to be a victim of a world that he 
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does himself create. As Melville does with Pierre, Warren strips away 

the idealistic and rational veneer of his protagonist in order to discov

er the irrational and obsessive compulsions that underlie his actions. 

One of the most striking and persistent of Jeremiah's obsessions 

is with time. He feels a compulsive need to repudiate the past and to 

fill the void of the present with a meaning which he can accept as 

valuable. As with other Gothic heroes, time is an inescapable burden 

which terrifies him. As Jeremiah anticipates his fatal encounter with 

Fort, "everything seemed empty to him and the time of waiting a burden 

and a horror . . . for the burden of the emptiness of time is heavier 

than any stone" (p. 122). Moreover, Jeremiah feels exceptionally 

antagonistic toward the past and his romantic quest, or great "Purpose" 

represents to him his effort to annihilate the past. In doing so, he 

hopes to discover a profound sense of peace, an unqualified sense of 

justice, and an independent sense of identity. When Rachel asks him 

where his quest will take them, he responds: "To peace . . . For when 

the past is destroyed, when it is plucked out ..." (p. 113). Jeremiah 

naively believes that ultimate personal redemption is contingent upon 

his repudiation of the past; this is symbolically achieved through the 

murder of Fort, for the paternal figure is the link with the past. As 

Robert Berner has claimed: "The father is a metaphor in Warren's work 

for time, for the past, for an awareness of man's place in relation to 

the past and future.Because Jeremiah recognizes that history is the 

11. Robert Berner, "The Required Past: World Enough and Time." 

Modern Fiction Studies. 6 (Spring, 1960), p. 56. 
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record of human error, anguish, and betrayal, he wishes to destroy 

history and to redeem the present by expiating the sins of the past. 

This redemption, paradoxically, requires the ritual sacrifice of his 

symbolic father: "Then he thought that after the event he would never 

again have to cringe and fawn at some reference, however innocent, to 

the past . . . The past would be dead" (p. 213). 

Time, nevertheless, has its way with Jeremiah despite his efforts 

to live outside of temporality. History has an illogical compulsion of 

its own, a fatality which catches all men in a web of circumstance and 

of cause and effect. As the narrator of the novel frequently suggests, 

"events followed their own blind, massive drift, with Jeremiah Beaumont 

caught up in them" (p. 235). The journal that Jeremiah begins after his 

trial and conviction represents his final desperate strategy for escap

ing the confines of time. The actual writing becomes a means of self-

definition, of expiation, of reliving the past through memory, and of 

achieving immortality: 

The pen raced forward, against time, and the dream expanded, 

unfolded, sought its definition. Across a vast distance, the 
two worlds moved toward each other, two lines converging across 

all space, and he knew that at some last moment they would 
coincide, the world of blankness and the world of dream, the 
present and the past, and at that moment he would die (p. 377). 

The narrator, brooding over the decaying manuscript in the first para

graph of the novel, recognizes in the hastily written script of the long 

deceased Beaumont the impassioned "race against time, to leave time 

behind, or in its rush to meet Time at last at the devoted and appointed 

place" (p. 3). Ironically, the past catches up with Jeremiah and he too 

is murdered unexpectedly before his time. 



173 

Jeremiah's quest to free himself from the web of time and in

exorable destiny is paralleled by his flight across the Kentucky land

scape toward the sanctuary of his own home after his murder of Fort and 

later by his attempted escape from prison to the infested swamps along 

the Mississippi River. In Gothic novels, however, ultimate escape from 

temporal or spatial confinements is impossible, and in World Enough and 

Time, Jeremiah's flight through space is no more successful than his 

repudiation of t emporality. In the world encompassed by a Gothic vision, 

there is neither world enough nor time. 

The land through which Jeremiah flees is ominous and threatening. 

The narrator dep i cts the Kentucky wilderness as a "violent and lonely 

land'' (p. 6), a wild place that possesses the men who sought to possess 

it: ''Here a man might plunge into nature as into a black delerious 

stream and gulp i t in and be engulfed" (p. 6). Although Jeremiah travels 

westward in soli t ude through the barren wilderness after he has committed 

his own dark deed of revenge, he is finally captured and imprisoned. 

Like Melville's Pierre or Faulkner's Popeye, Beaumont spends his weary 

time in prison l ike a trapped animal and is haunted by thoughts of im

pending annihila tion. But Jeremiah does not die in prison after all. 

Even his attempt a t suicide is bungled, and he lies humiliated in a bath 

of his own vomit . Eventually, Jeremiah and Rachel are rescued through 

the efforts of Wi kie Barron; thus begins the flight westward to savage 

wilderness where ~oth hope to escape the world and their past. It is 

in this trip to t~ e heart of darkness that Jeremiah begins to realize 

the irony in his - spirations,the futility of his romantic quest. 
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He writes in his journal: "for in the end I had pursued not wealth and 

the esteem of the world but an idea that I placed above all, and now I 

was coming into the western land not to open it to the world but to hide 

myself from the world and to lie in secret in the pathless woods and 

entrails of America" (pp. 417-418). He and Rachel are eventually taken 

to the hidden sanctuary of the grotesque river pirate, La Grand Bosse, 

where he begins "a mindless and furious descent into the mire of besti-

12 
ality." In this sordid camp, Rachel loses her mind and commits 

suicide, while Jeremiah sinks into disease, degradation, and temporary 

oblivion. 

Although Jeremiah is initially repulsed by the conditions of his 

existence at the camp, he soon finds a consolation in the "brute torpor" 

of the place. It is this excursion into the natural world which allows 

him the anonymity of self and the escape from the world into a time-

lessness that is indifferent to past deeds as well as to future aspira

tions. Also, he cones closer to the bestial instincts of his own nature 

since here there is no need to maintain the noble facade or make the 

grand gestures that his fragile ego demanded in the societal arena. 

Jeremiah sinks into his own animalistic and depraved nature as he sinks 

into the black mire of the swamps; and as he does so, he achieves a 

sense of serenity: 

And he had found here a kind of peace, a peace which he called 

the "black inwardness and womb of the quagmire." It was a 

peace with no past and no future, the absoluteness of the 

single, separate, dark, massive moment that swells up fatly 

12. Charles H. Bohner, Robert Penn Warren (New Haven, Conn.: 

College and University Press, 1964), p. 115. 
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like a bubble from the deep mud, exists as a globe of slick 

film housing its noxious gas, then pops and is gone . . . 
(pp. 435-436). 

The descent into nature, however, offers no ultimate solution to the 

pangs of consciousness, no final consolation. Warren posits no tran

scendental view of nature, but offers a Gothic conception of the demonic, 

chaotic, and hostile components of nature. Delmore Schwartz is essen

tially correct in his assertion that to Warren nature is "an inexhaustible 

13 
threat to the human condition." Warren himself discussed the lethal 

fascination with the "delicious blackness" of nature in his critical 

essay on the poetry of Robert Frost: 

The beauty, the peace, is a sinister beauty, a sinister peace. 

It is the beauty and peace of surrender—the repudiation of 
action and obligation. The darkness of the woods is delicious 

—but treacherous. The beauty which cuts itself off from ac

tion is sterile; the peace which is a peace of escape is a 

meaningless and, therefore, a suicidal peace.^ 

However attractive the plunge into nature may appear, man must resist 

the temptation to fall out of his humanity into pure nature. 

Wallowing in the primal mud and slime, Jeremiah himself finally 

recognizes that he has descended into a meaningless oblivion that cannot 

be sustained. He eventually realizes that there can be no final escape 

from self, no successful repudiation of the past, and no expiation for 

the sin of which he must bear the guilt. He writes in his journal: 

"No, that crime for which I seek expiation is never lost. It is always 

there. It is unpardonable. It is the crime of self, the crime of life. 

13. Delmore Schwartz, "The Dragon of Guilt," New Republic, 129 

(September 14, 1953), p. 18. 

14. Robert Penn Warren, "The Themes of Robert Frost," Selected 

Essays, p. 123. 
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The crime is I" (p. 458). Jeremiah accepts the reality of his own self-

deception; he has projected onto the world a conception of innocence and 

justice that is marred by his own egoism. He is guilty of three errors: 

In the first place, he had attempted to justify himself by making his 

"idea as all." This leads him to the second error, which follows from 

the first; he expects his idea to redeem the world, and he is willing 

to submit to "dark ways" in order to bring about "that end he names holy 

by the idea" (p. 459). His third error, he confesses, had been "to seek 

communion only in the blank cup of nature" (p. 459). In embracing the 

oblivion of nature, Jeremiah sought to deny both the idea and the world. 

He finally concludes: 

I had sought innocence, and had fled into the brute wilder

ness where all is innocence, for all is the same in that 
darkness, and even the shameful canker is innocence. But that 

innocence is what man cannot endure and be man, and now I flee 
from innocence and toward my guilt, and bear my heart with me 

like a bleeding sore of self, as I bear the canker on my body. 
And if I can clasp my guilt, then both may become the marks 

of my triumph, as of my shame (pp. 459-460). 

With this knowledge, Jeremiah determines to return to the world and to 

there acknowledge his guilt by giving himself over to the authorities. 

He feels that now he can even submit himself to execution and call the 

hangman his brother. But the final gesture is never completed, for 

events once again sweep him into the tide of destiny. Before he can 

emerge from the wilderness, he is murdered, and his severed head is 

brought back to the community by a bounty hunter. 

It is only in the final pages of the novel that Jeremiah comes 

to realize that evil is within rather than without, that the injustices 

and falsities in the social world are a reflection of the tortured 
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iniquities of the private psyche. Like Melville's Pierre, Jeremiah 

recognizes that he too is a fool of Truth, a fool of Virtue, and a fool 

of Fate. Like Pierre too, Jeremiah has become a victim of the duplicity 

which he has himself spun and he has been the actual villain of the 

drama which he has produced. The romantic heroism which he sported 

before the world and even himself was actually the facade of a darker 

reality of self, a demonic and villainous nature. In his essay on the 

romantic tragedy of self in World Enough and Time. Frederick McDowell 

appropriately suggests: 

Warren's focus, however, is in large part ironic, since he 

refuses to sentimentalize the traditional attributes of the 

"romantic hero" Jeremiah represents . . . Jeremiah Beaumont 

is its hero in name only, if a hero is one with whom we are 
to share the fullest sympathy. Because of his excesses, 

Jeremiah actually becomes its villain . . . . 

Beaumont belongs to the line of Gothic characters, including Arthur 

Mervyn, Holgrave, Pierre, and Horace Benbow, who are nominally the hero, 

but who eventually manifest traits which are usually characteristic of 

the Gothic villain. Moreover, the romantic quest of Jeremiah is 

ironically treated by the narrator who sees through the feeble rationali

zations of his protagonist to the darker, terrifying components of the 

human psyche and soul. 

The narrator, who muses over the tragic and bizarre history and 

who weaves Jeremiah's confession into his own tale, is aware of the 

darker implications of the legend from the outset of the novel. He gains 

his clear perspective because he maintains a detached distance from the 

15. Frederick P. W. McDowell, "The Romantic Tragedy of Self in 
World Enough and Time," Robert Penn Warren: A Collection of Critical 

Essays, ed. by John J. Longley, Jr. (New York: New York University Tress, 
1965), p. 121. 
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events that he relates and because he views his characters through what 

he calls "the cracked glass of irony" (p. 33). It is he who has the sad 

knowledge that Jeremiah acquires only near the end of his life. The 

narrator all the while comprehends the dark and tragic nature of the 

self; he says of Colonel Fort, for example: 

There is no sadness like the sadness of a man who knows the 

secrets of the world and of power, for only that man is forced 
to face the blankness of the last secret (p. 36). 

Like the narrator of Pierre, he is compelled to follow the murky stream 

into the hidden cave of man and as he delves into the nearly forgotten 

shadows of the past he discovers the projection of the "secret line of 

meaning" (p. 58). 

Throughout the novel the narrator refers to the actions he re

counts in terms of a spectacle, a dark drama, "and a terrifying ritual: 

It was a drama [Jeremiah] had prepared, an ambiguous drama which 

seemed both to offer and to deny life, to offer and deny humanity 

. . . And it may be that a man cannot live unless he prepares a 

drama, at least cannot live as a human being against the ruck 

of the world (p. 5). 

The narrator knows only too well that the dream and the drama are doomed 

to failure and that they signify nothing when splashed against the in

difference of history; yet, he remains sympathetic to those characters 

who are compelled to participate in the "bloody farce." His ambivalence 

and ironic stance are emphasized as he describes Jeremiah's and Rachel's 

attempt to commit suicide in the prison—another aborted attempt as they 

vomit up the poison they had taken: 

So after the fine speeches and the tragic stance, the grand 
exit was muffed. The actors trip on their ceremonial robes, 

even at the threshold of greatness, and come tumbling down 

smashing pratt-fall, amid hoots and howls from the house, 

and the house gets its momey's worth ... It knows that the 
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speech and the stance are only illusion, a dream, a somewhat 
embarrassing dream. It knows where reality abides: in the 

femur cracked and the buttocks black and blue (pp. 401-402). 

The narrator maintains throughout the novel this ominous vision that 

undercuts Jeremiah's romantic quest and early idealism. What to Beaumont 

has been a dream of peace, justice, and truth, has been to the narrator 

a nightmare of injustice and falsity. He grasps the essential paradox 

of existence and realizes the terrifying gap between the ideal and the 

actual as well as the irreconcilable dichotomies in human nature. The 

narrator has a bleak and horrific sense of the darkness of the self 

which is, he believes, "more trackless than the wild country" (p. 171). 

He exposes in his tale the demonic and irrational impulses of the psyche 

that continually subvert the idealistic and conscious intentions of the 

individual. In sum, the narrator sustains a Gothic vision of personal, 

social, and cosmic iniquity and terror. 

His tale too, he admits, is a cauldron of "lies and half-lies" 

and "truths and half-truths." He puzzles over the gordian knot of the 

past, attempting to discover the means to unravel the mystery, but he 

knows before he begins that the ultimate "Truth" will remain ineffable, 

beyond his grasp, outside the written narrative. Appropriately, he 

concludes his novel by echoing Jeremiah's agonizing doubt, "Was all for 

nought?" (p. 465). Even if the act of writing is, in the end, as futile 

as Jeremiah's romantic quest, the narrator nonetheless suggests that a 

man needs to communicate if only to shadow forth the blank nothingness 

of his vision: "Or is there a paradox that even in that knowledge, even 

when it is truly had, man must put down the words, must make the record? 
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For even when that knowledge of blankness comes, he is still man and 

must 'justify'" (p. 389). The narrator perceives the ultimate horror 

of the Gothic vision, the terror, mystery, and iniquity that shroud all 

human actions and identity. He fathoms the burden of time, the inexor

able fatality of history. And yet, he accepts the notion that dreaming 

is necessary even though the dream may be a lie, that the performance 

must continue though it consists of mere actors and a failed script. 

And though the actual truth of the past may never be told as to be com

pletely understood, the history must be written. However bleak and 

terrifying Warren's Gothic vision may be in World Enough and Time he 

does not insist upon a nihilistic ontology. Human definition is de

pendent upon accepting the struggle, by recognizing the implications of 

the terrifying vision,and by framing the existential questions raised 

by those dark imaginings. It is in the act of writing that the gesture 

of affirmation is made, since the author's words mark an assertion of 

self, a statement of identity. The story that this narrator writes, 

moreover, signifies his acceptance of the past, his affirmation of the 

irony, paradox, and "doubleness of life." 

Like the other Gothic authors who preceded him, Warren is 

compelled to utter "No! in thunder"; but there is delight as well as 

terror in the exclamation. Referring to those dark romantic authors 

who insist upon pressing the "Hard No" as far as it will go, Leslie 

Fiedler expresses the dark paradox that lies at the core of the Gothic 

stance: 
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Having endured a vision of the meaninglessness of existence, 

he retreats neither into self-pity and aggrieved silence nor 

into the realm of beautiful lies. He chooses, rather, to 

render the absurdity which he perceives, to know it and make 
it known. To know and to render, however, mean to give form; 

and to give form is to provide the possibility of delight--a 

delight which does not deny horror but lives at its intolerable 
heart.*6 

World Enough and Time is no mere "historical melodrama" or "Drug-store 

17 
Gothic" as one commentator has suggested. Rather, the novel is Gothic 

in the best sense of the term, for in it Warren adapts the structural 

and thematic components of the mode to embody the dark romantic vision 

that is characteristically Gothic. Moreover, Warren depicts in this 

novel a world of suffocating limitation, a Gothic atmosphere of spatial 

and temporal confinement, a world in which there is never world enough 

and time. 

16. Leslie A. Fiedler, "Introduction," No! In Thunder (New 
York: Stein and Day, 1960), p. 20. 

17. Wallace W. Douglas, "Drug Store Gothic: The Style of Robert 

Penn Warren," College English, 15 (February, 1954), pp. 265-272. 



181 

Having endured a vision of the meaninglessness of existence, 
he retreats neither into self-pity and aggrieved silence nor 

into the realm of beautiful lies. He chooses, rather, to 

render the absurdity which he perceives, to know it and make 

it known. To know and to render, however, mean to give form; 

and to give form is to provide the possibility of delight--a 

delight which does not deny horror but lives at its intolerable 

heart.^ 

World Enough and Time is no mere "historical melodrama" or "Drug-store 

17 
Gothic" as one commentator has suggested. Rather, the novel is Gothic 

in the best sense of the term, for in it Warren adapts the structural 

and thematic components of the mode to embody the dark romantic vision 

that is characteristically Gothic. Moreover, Warren depicts in this 

novel a world of suffocating limitation, a Gothic atmosphere of spatial 

and temporal confinement, a world in which there is never world enough 

and time. 

16. Leslie A. Fiedler, "Introduction," No! In Thunder (New 

York: Stein and Day, 1960), p. 20. 

17. Wallace W. Douglas, "Drug Store Gothic: The Style of Robert 

Penn Warren," College English, 15 (February, 1954), pp. 265-272. 



CHAPTER 9 

THE ACHIEVEMENT OF DARK ROMANTICISM 

There has always been a myth of America, a myth nurtured and 

supported by the urgent desire to believe this nation a land of promise, 

infinite possibilities, sunshine, and prosperity. Since the discovery 

and settlement of this strange and wondrous continent, America has often 

seemed the new world garden, and Edenic bower of innocence, in which each 

man repeats for himself the Adamic experience of defining himself and 

creating the boundaries and significance of his world. The first 

settlers who landed in America and the generations of immigrants who 

followed, all made their perilous journey in order to discover the 

potentialities of self-forged identity; they looked on the new and un

known land with undaunted hope and optimism. America fostered the image 

of a new man of heroic proportions, an "Adam before the Fall." In The 

American Adam, R. W. B. Lewis succinctly identifies the archetype of the 

radically new image of man: 

. . .  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  e m a n c i p a t e d  f r o m  h i s t o r y ,  h a p p i l y  b e r e f t  o f  
ancestry, untouched and undefiled by the usual inheritances 

of family and race; an individual standing alone, self-reliant 

and self-propelling, ready to confront whatever awaited him 

with the aid of his own unique and inherent resources.^ 

1, R. W. B. Lewis, The American Adam: Innocence, Tragedy, and 

Tradition in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1955), p. 5. 
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This myth of America suggests a land of gigantic proportions, a "brave 

new world" of seemingly unlimited space; also, its lack of an appreci

able history intimated a freedom from the past and an innocent time-

lessness. Furthermore, this myth envisions America as a sanctuary and 

refuge from the authoritarian tyranny and social iniquities that marred 

existence in the old world. To many, America appeared rich in promise 

for the future as well as disburdened of the wreckage and ruin of the 

past. America, it was hoped, would fulfill the expectations of the 

Utopian dream of an earthly paradise. 

However enchanting and alluring the idyllic American dream 

appears, it did not seductively attract the imaginations of the greatest 

American authors. For them, America contains the images of a nightmare 

vision; in pursuit of the darker truths, they plunged inward and downward 

toward the murky depths and haunted shadows of the American experience. 

Noting the essential dichotomies in the American myth, Harry Levin claims 

in The Power of Blackness that the most perceptive American minds "have 

distinguished themselves from our popular spokesmen by concentrating 

upon the dark other half of the situation, and their distinctive atti-

2 
tude has been introspection, dissent, or irony." This darker attitude 

has colored the American imagination and has given rise to an indigenous 

perspective that concentrates on the chaotic, horrific and tragic 

dimensions of experience. The American imagination, in its farthest 

reaches, has always been haunted by dark suspicions of a reality that 

2. Harry Levin, The Power of Blackness: Poe, Hawthorne, Melville 

(New York: Vintage, 1958), p. 



184 

belies the assured optimism and that clouds the sun-lit confidence of 

the prototypic Adam. Despite the insistence of the wish-fulfillment 

dream, the images of terror, mystery, and macabre unreality fill the 

pages of the greatest and profoundest books of American literature. 

Our novelists in particular are compelled to explore the underside of 

consciousness and to dredge up the phantoms from those haunted chambers 

of the mind. They return generally from the terrifying inward voyage 

with a cosmic chill and shudder. Understandably, therefore, American 

novelists have turned to the Gothic mode to dramatize their horrific 

visions, awesome doubts, and fearful surmises. 

Because the Gothic mode by nature has been flexible and adapt

able to the varied concerns and techniques of major American authors, 

the genre of the Gothic novel has survived and developed from the be

ginnings of native fiction into the very present. In the contemporary 

world, the grotesque, marvelous, and extraordinary nightmare visions of 

the early Gothicists have become a metaphor for the ordinary human pre

dicament. James M. Keech, in his recent article "The Survival of the 

Gothic Response," persuasively argues that the Gothic mode is particular

ly vital to the contemporary author: 

Certainly the Gothic response offers significant potential 

to the modern writer, not only in conjunction with the ab
surd, but on its own as a metaphor of fear and horror. We 

have seen it advance from a perspective of the romantically 

fearful medieval past to a metaphor for the contemporary 

evils and fears . . . Today it reflects the individual's sense 

of impotence in a fearfully incomprehensible world. As a meta
phor, the Gothic response is still alive and functioning with 
properly disturbing effectiveness.^ 

3. James M. Keech, "The Survival of the Gothic Response," 

Studies in the Novel, 6 (Summer, 1974), p. 144. 
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The sensations of terror and dread, the power of blackness, the myster

ies of iniquity, and the ironic skepticism are components of the Gothic 

legacy that many contemporary authors have transformed to correspond 

to the darker aspects of existence in 20th century America. The tradi

tion of American Gothic fiction continues to flourish with remarkable 

vitality and versatility as it accommodates the modern authors who share 

the dark romantic outlook of those important early Gothicists. A recent 

study of these contemporary writers (Truman Capote, James Purdy, John 

Hawkes, J. D. Salinger, Flannery O'Connor, and Carson McCullers) by 

Irving Malin demonstrates that the Gothic heritage has been crucial in 

altering the mainstream of modern fiction. All of these authors, he 

remarks, share the fundamental belief that "the disorder of the buried 

4 
life must be charted." The Gothic mode seems especially appropriate to 

the contemporary novelist who turns to the fragmented, chaotic, and ir

rational world of 20th century America. 

One area of modern American literature that is notably indebted 

to the Gothic legacy is Black fiction. In The Heroic Ideal in American 

Literature Theodore L. Gross claims: "It seems evident that Negro writers, 

because of the conditions of their life and the memories of their an

cestors' lives, will continue in the Gothic tradition that has produced 

our greatest literature and that has historically proved to be a ve

hicle for the tragic vision.""' The world of the Gothic nightmare 

4. Irving Malin, New American Gothic (Carbondale: Southern 

Illinois University Press, 1962), p. 5. 

5. Theodore L. Gross, The Heroic Ideal in American Literature 

(New York: Free Press, 1971), p. 183. 
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tragically mirrors the tormented, violent, and horrific vision of the 

contemporary Black author who is acutely aware of the burdens of the 

past as well as the terrors and iniquities of the past and present. 

Gross continues: 

Negro writing has instinctively adopted the Gothic tradition 

of American literature and given its more supernatural and 

surrealistic characteristics a realistic basis, founded on 

the actual lives often lived in the Gothic manner, that is 

indeed terrifying: the nightmare world of Poe or Hawthorne 

has become the Monday morning of the Negro author . . . . ̂ 

A number of contemporary Black novelists have turned to the Gothic mode 

to express their anguished and outraged 'No!' against commonplace 

idealism and orthodoxy. 

The Gothic mode continues to appeal to modern authors possessed 

by "hell-firedness," authors who remain critical of the accepted social 

morality and who are willing to express vehemently their subversive 

visions in 'kicked books." Our best novels, after all, have been 

baptized (consciously or not) "In Nomine Diaboli," as Melville conse

crated Moby Dick. This is not to say, however, that the Gothic mode 

remains appealing because it lacks moral commitment. Quite the opposite 

is true. Though Gothic novels characteristically focus on the sordid 

bleak, and shocking aspects of experience, they implicitly posit a moral 

standard that lies beyond the compass of actual experience, beyond the 

ostensible malevolence and violence, and within the deeper reaches of 

psyche and soul. The best Gothic novels do not simply expose crimes and 

6. Gross, The Heroic Ideal in American Literature, p. 184. 
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horrors, but sins and terrifying violations. In depicting a universe in 

which the demonic triumphs over the natural, the irrational subverts the 

rational, and chaos assaults order, the Gothicist depends upon the moral 

recognition of the reader. And as long as the author can expect that 

the modern reader has not become oblivious of or indifferent to the 

darker realities of his existence, the actual terrors and evils of his 

experience, the Gothic novel promises to endure. 

The modern writer has been bequeathed a rich imaginative legacy 

—a Gothic tradition of profound psychological and philosophical specu

lation. The Gothicist explores the regions that always seem numinous, 

inexplicable, and mysterious; he descends inward and downward to the 

shadowy abyss of unfathomable and demonic terrors and inscrutable horrors. 

The descent into the heart of darkness generally results in the shock 

of recognition: madness evolves into further madness, mysteries dissolve 

into further mysteries. There always remains "the ungraspable phantom 

of life." Knowing full well that there are no ultimate answers, no 

final clarification of the mysteries he explores, the Gothicist returns 

again and again to his dire quest. He discovers a sense of terror and 

dread that is at once more personal and more cosmic than the manifest 

social iniquities. Tennessee Williams, a Gothic dramatist in his own 

right, has pointed to the "Sense of Dreadfulness" that is pervasive in 

the Gothic tradition: 

. . . the true sense of dread is not a reaction to anything 

sensible or visible or even, strictly, materially, knowable. 

But rather it's a kind of spiritual intuition of something 

almost too incredible and shocking to talk about, which 
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underlies the whole so-called thing. It is the incommunicable 

something that we shall have to call mystery which is so in

s p i r i n g  o f  d r e a d  . . .  J  

The paradoxical role of the Gothicist always has been to give utterance 

to that dark voiceless truth and to inspire dread through the appre

hension of unfathomable mysteries. The varied strategies and examples 

of Charles Brockden Brown, Hawthorne, Melville, Faulkner, and Robert 

Penn Warren have provided the models which continue to inspire the Gothic 

impulse. What these authors and the modern Gothic novelist share is an 

enduring tradition of penetrating vision, intense energy, staunch dedi

cation to the Gothic quest, and a profound respect for the terrors and 

mysteries they explore. 

7. Tennessee Williams, "Introduction," Carson McCullers» 
Reflections in a Golden Eye (New York: Bantam), 1950), pp. xii-xiii. 
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