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A brief historical introduction to Horror and Gothic Fiction.

The forerunner of horror fiction is Gothic fiction and the Gothic novel, a literary genre that originated in the Romantic period (about 1789-1832) and became very popular during the Victorian period. (1832-1901)

Gothic fiction in the Romantic Period
Gothic fiction is a literary genre that often revolves around elements of both horror and romance. It contains elements of fear, the supernatural and darkness, and characters such as vampires, demons, heroes and villains. Horace Walpole's novel ”The Castle of Otranto” in 1764 is generally considered to be the first Gothic novel.

The Gothic genre was inspired by the Middle Ages, and the Gothic stories use a medieval setting; medieval buildings, haunted castles, graveyards, ruins and wild landscapes. This type af novel satisfied the Romantic appetite for wild natural settings, interested in the Middle Ages, and  imagination. (Remember for instance how the Romantic poets wanted to distance themselves from a rational, middle-class society by “escaping” into nature and their imagination.) The Gothic setting was used to build suspense and create a sense of unease in the reader.

Some Romantic poets and writers are connected to what is known as Black Romanticism: Their hopes of a better world (inspired by the French Revolution in 1789) had not been fulfilled, and their disappointment is reflected in their work. They used elements of superstition, magic and mystery in their works as a contrast to middle-class, materialistic society.

The greatest Gothic novel of the Romantic period is Mary Shelley's ”Frankenstein - or the Modern Prometheus” (1818).  Mary Shelley wrote the novel when she was only nineteen. The novel  introduces the theme of the dangers of science and the obsessed scientist (who in the Victorian Period developed into the figure of mad scientist), 

Gothic fiction in the Victorian Period: 

Gothic fiction became a very poplular genre during the Victorian Period (1832-1901) The Gotic novels often displayed the negative sides of an – on the surface - strictly moral society, characterized by repressed sexuality and conflicts. A popular theme in the Gothic novel was at this time, the theme of duplicity (=dobbelthed) and the doppelgänger, for instance in Robert Louis Stevenson’s “Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde” (1886). 

Edgar Allen Poe

Edgar Allen Poe (1809-1849, an American writer) transformed the Gothic genre and is considered the master of the psychological thriller. . He focused less on the traditional elements of gothic stories and more on the psychology of his characters and on the “terrors of the soul”. His focus was on the unconscious and on the psychological processes of his characters as they often descend into madness. Many of his characters show symptoms of paranoia and have to deal with obsessions, nightsmares and nervous disorders, for instance in “The Tell-Tale Heart. His novel “The Murders in Rue Morgue” is considered to have given rise to the genre of detective stories. 
(source: Nete Schmidt: “A Taste of Horror”)
Additional information on the literary genre of Gothic

The literary Gothic embodies an appreciation of the joys of extreme emotion, the thrills of fearfulness and awe inherent in the sublime
, and a quest for atmosphere. The ruins of gothic buildings gave rise to multiple linked emotions by representing the inevitable decay and collapse of human creations—thus the urge to add fake ruins as eye-catchers in English landscape parks. 

English Gothic writers often associated medieval buildings with what they saw as a dark and terrifying period, characterized by harsh laws enforced by torture, and with mysterious, fantastic, and superstitious rituals

Prominent features of Gothic fiction include terror (both psychological and physical), mystery, the supernatural, ghosts, haunted houses and Gothic architecture, castles, darkness, death, decay, doubles, madness, secrets, and hereditary curses.

The stock characters
 of Gothic fiction include tyrants, villains, bandits, maniacs, Byronic heroes, persecuted maidens, femmes fatales, monks, nuns, madwomen, magicians, vampires, werewolves, monsters, demons, angels, fallen angels, revenants, ghosts, perambulating (omvandrende) skeletons and the Devil himself.

What makes a work Gothic is a combination of at least some of these elements: 

· a castle, ruined or intact, haunted or not, 

· ruined buildings which are sinister or which arouse a pleasing melancholy, 

· dungeons, underground passages, crypts, and catacombs which, in modern houses, become spooky basements or attics, 

· labyrinths, dark corridors, and winding stairs, 

· shadows, a beam of moonlight in the blackness, a flickering candle, or the only source of light failing (a candle blown out or an electric failure), 

· extreme landscapes, like rugged mountains, thick forests, or icy wastes, and extreme weather, 

· omens and ancestral curses, 

· magic, supernatural manifestations, or the suggestion of the supernatural, 

· a passion-driven, wilful villain-hero or villain, 

· a curious heroine with a tendency to faint and a need to be rescued–frequently, 

· a hero whose true identity is revealed by the end of the novel, 

· horrifying (or terrifying) events or the threat of such happenings. 

The Gothic is characterized by a set of conventions or "machinery". Events often take place in a gloomy medieval castle or Abbey and generally include a heroine trapped or pursued by a mysterious villain through labyrinthine passages. Much of the action occurs at night and involves supernatural events, dreams, prophecies, or psychological disturbances. The frame of the "discovered manuscript" is also common and functions to lend authenticity and antiquity to the story.


Some of the themes of Gothic fiction include: sexual fantasy, subversion of authority or convention, parent/child relationships, nobility and servitude, rationality and nightmare. The interest in the supernatural, in particular, is often viewed as a reaction to the hyper-rationality of the scientific Enlightenment and Romantic writer's growing interest in nature and the inner self.
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� is the � HYPERLINK "https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/quality" \o "wikt:quality" �quality� of greatness, whether � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Physical_systems" \o "Physical systems" �physical�, � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moral" \o "Moral" �moral�, � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intellectualism" \o "Intellectualism" �intellectual�, � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metaphysics" \o "Metaphysics" �metaphysical�, � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aesthetic" \o "Aesthetic" �aesthetic�, � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spirituality" \o "Spirituality" �spiritual�, or � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Art" \o "Art" �artistic�. The term especially refers to a greatness beyond all possibility of calculation, measurement, or imitation.


� is a � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stereotypical" \o "Stereotypical" �stereotypical� fictional � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Character_(arts)" \o "Character (arts)" �person or type of person� in a work of art such as a novel, play, or a film who audiences recognize from frequent recurrences in a particular literary � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tradition" \o "Tradition" �tradition�.
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