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Foreword


Gothic. It is more than just a youth subculture, gloomy aesthetic or literary genre. It is a philosophical perspective – a view of the world, in the words of the Irish novelist J. Sheridan Le Fanu, reflected ‘In a Glass Darkly’. It is the cosmos in negative, inverted – the strange and eerie are commonplace, while the everyday is somehow uncanny. Here, the dark and threatening have an irresistible allure, while normality and comfort promise only ennui and decay. The opposite poles of sex and death are married together in exquisite grotesquerie. Innocence and virtue are treasured only as virgin parchment, upon which the sigils of sin can be written in broad strokes of blood red and midnight black.


It is the twilight world that the manic-depressive Victorian poet James Thomson in between self-destructive bouts of drinking, described in his 1874 epic, The City of Dreadful Night. It is a nightmarish netherworld that Thomson used as a metaphor for the hidden hell beneath the surface of both the city and the soul. A century later, journalist Luke Jennings explored this same metaphorical midnight metropolis in a 1999 article for the London Evening Standard, with myself as one of his guides. While by day, Jennings wrote, the industrious city represented the ‘conscious mind, the city of night represented his subconscious. Like the psyche, however, or any other unregulated region, the city of night was a dangerous and fearful place. Setting apart the hazards of robbery, syphilis and blackmail, the walker of those dark byways could easily come face to face with his true self.’


The city of dreadful night, the shadow of our modern world, is not confined to any time or place. It is fog-haunted Victorian London, trembling beneath the blade of ‘Saucy Jack’. It is fin de siecle Paris, a glorious bohemian hell of brothels and hashish clubs, where perverts and poets gather to toast their own damnation. It is Berlin in the 1920s, where red-eyed revellers dance and drink in a desperate attempt to drown out the noise of approaching jackboots. It is late twentieth-century Los Angeles, Jim Morrison’s ‘city of night’, a dream factory more adept at manufacturing nightmares. It is a twilight realm with which I have become familiar. I humbly suggest that you join me on my journey into this heart of darkness . . .




Introduction


What is Gothic?



‘Gothic’ is one of those curious terms we all think we understand – something to do with bats and graveyards. Placed under the microscope, however, it writhes and squirms, proving difficult to pin down.
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This photograph, by Goth fashion house Dark Angel, manifests the Gothic aesthetic in both attire and architecture – and in nostalgia for a darkly mysterious past that never was.





In the academic world, ‘Gothic’ has a set of rigid definitions. Tap it in as your keyword on a library database, and you’ll be referred to books about the Gothic art and architecture of medieval western Europe. There may be some overlap with the Gothic culture to which this book is devoted – in fifteenth-century ‘Dances of Death’, woodcuts of cavorting corpses, for example. But glorious medieval cathedrals, or stylised altar paintings of the Virgin Mary have little in common with the mist-wreathed concept of Gothic as a cultural midnight feast.


Our imaginary word-search might also throw up references to the ‘Gothic Revival’ – the renewal of interest in medieval architecture in eighteenth-century Europe. Some of this is relevant, describing English eccentrics like Horace Walpole and William Beckford, who created atmospheric, mock-haunted abbeys. However, by the mid nineteenth century, Gothic revivalist architecture was assimilated into the everyday, and no less an edifice than Britain’s Houses of Parliament was constructed in the Gothic style. While some might contend that evil schemes are hatched there, acceptability by the establishment is clearly not what Gothic culture is about.


Such subversion and reinvention is typical where the Gothic is concerned, and it’s unsurprising that the modern Goth subculture is somewhat confused. (As a stylistic point, this book uses the term ‘Goth’ to refer to the modern underground scene, and ‘Gothic’ for the broader cultural aesthetic.) ‘What is or isn’t authentic Goth’ is a familiar topic in the subculture’s numerous ’zines and websites – many claiming that one sign of true Goths is that they will deny actually being Goths to their dying breath. The very term ‘Gothic’ has an ambiguity that borders on the chaotic.


Pretty much since the scene began in the 1980s, the bands most influential to the movement – notably Siouxsie and the Banshees, and the Sisters of Mercy – have vocally disowned the ‘Goth’ tag. I discussed this paradox with Trevor Bamford, who masterminds Nightbreed, the UK’s specialist Goth recording label, and fronts the influential Goth band Midnight Configuration. According to Bamford, ‘Goth’ is simply whatever Goths themselves are into at a given moment. But this seems too democratic by far: the Gothic aesthetic has always been about outsiders.


On a more contemporary level, I recently attended a ‘Goth night’ at an alternative music club, where the dancefloor was dominated by industrial and electro music, and people engaged in the kind of energetic dancing common to raves – rather than the slow, ethereal movements familiar from Goth clubs of the 1980s. When ‘Gothic’ is said to imply an uncanny atmosphere, but the evening finishes with not one but two ‘ironic’ renditions of a Britney Spears hit, patrons would surely be justified in demanding a refund.


The club-goers were dressed in a suitably eerie array of black leather, fetish-wear and heavy make-up – though offset with psychedelic PVC and colourful hair extensions – and the ambience was more exotic than that of an equivalent mainstream club. But Gothic is much more than an image – it is an aesthetic, a viewpoint, even a lifestyle, its tradition a legacy of subversion and shadow.


The original Goths were a Germanic tribe, who swept into western Europe in the fourth century to carve a kingdom from the decaying remnants of the Roman Empire. As a result, the word ‘Gothic’ became synonymous with barbarism (a posthumous fate shared by the Vandals, another tribe who troubled the Romans), and the collapse of the Empire, which signalled the advent of the Dark Ages, a turbulent period of war and savagery that eventually settled into the bleak stagnation of the Middle Ages.


The culture and learning of Classical Rome and Greece were gradually rediscovered in Europe from the fourteenth century onwards, in the period known as the Renaissance, that heralded the birth of the modern world. Classical virtues, such as order, beauty and logic, were idealised, but this renewal of interest also unearthed an underground culture in ancient Rome. Excavated ruins revealed buried chambers decorated with erotic or horrific art and sculpture. Half-human, half-goat monsters engaged in orgies with voluptuous maidens, naked prostitutes serviced their clients, while vines and foliage coiled around these scenes as if alive. Archaeologists of the day dubiously concluded that these were man-made caves, or grottoes, used by the Romans for the worship of profane gods.


Works of art or sculpture which emulated the wild and sinister scenes found in such grottoes became known as ‘grotto-esque’, or ‘grotesque’, while aspects of the medieval (or ‘Gothic’) past were seen to be part of this grotesque tradition. Renaissance paintings of Hell, squirming with half-human devils, gargoyles and grinning corpses leering down from mediaeval masonry, shared the grotesque characteristic of being simultaneously fascinating and repellent. (Edgar Allan Poe, the nineteenth-century American author, who was among the greatest exponents of Gothic, later entitled his 1840 collection Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque – ‘Arabesque’ then implying something strangely ornate in the style of the exotic East, as in William Beckford’s tale of Arabian excess, Vathek.)


In her study of grotesque art, Salome and Judas in the Cave of Sex, Ewa Kuryluk writes: ‘Having its origins in the remains of bestial antiquity, the grotesque in turn was to become concerned with the excavation of all that was against the grain, against the canons of religion and the laws of the state, against academic art and sanctioned sexuality, against virtue and holiness, against established institutions, ceremonies and officially celebrated history. The artists of the grotesque unearthed obscure folk legends and secret doctrines and never tired of exploring the obscene and criminal, that which was shadowy, subterranean and macabre.’


‘Gothic’, as a cultural term, was initially dismissive, reminding people of how the Dark Ages had replaced the classical glories of Rome with barbarity. The eighteenth-century embrace of Gothic, as opposed to classical, style was a self-conscious rebellion against the good taste and good sense of the age. In the same fashion, modern Goths who dress in impractical but elegant Victorian garb are not demonstrating approval of oppressive Victorian values, but contempt for brash modern aesthetics and an embrace of the nineteenth century’s elegance and decorum. It also manifests a passion for the grotesque aspects of the Victorian age, particularly its obsession with elaborate funeral customs – but in the style of camp, rather than straightforward tribute.
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The original Goths of the Dark Ages – a long way from the moody, black-clad hordes who habituate Goth clubs today.





‘Camp’ is an important concept to anyone who wishes to understand the Gothic aesthetic. In 1964, the writer Susan Sontag attempted to define it thus: ‘It is not a natural mode of sensibility, if there be any such. Indeed, the essence of Camp is its love of the unnatural, of artifice and exaggeration. It is a particular kind of style. It is the love of the exaggerated, the “off”, of things-being-what-they-are-not . . . Camp is the consistently aesthetic experience of the world. It incarnates a victory of “style” over “content”, “aesthetics” over “morality”, of irony over tragedy . . . Camp taste is, above all, a mode of enjoyment, of appreciation.’


Often associated with homosexuality, the camp persona treats apparently trivial matters with gravity while regarding serious issues light-heartedly. Taken to its logical extreme, camp is a mockery of conventional wisdom, a sophisticated satire of virtue and duty. In terms of today’s Goth subculture, an interest in the forbidden and the arcane, a tendency to introspection and sensitivity, nocturnal habits, or any one of a dozen other characteristics considered suspect by mainstream society, can be rendered acceptable by exaggeration to theatrical extremes. If people derisively label you a vampire or a witch, why not take the wind from their sails by adopting the role with relish?


The original Gothic authors of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century manifested a taste for what one of their number, Horace Walpole, termed the ‘gloomth’ of Gothic ruins and medieval superstition. It was a kind of perverse nostalgia, and Walpole observed there to be ‘no wisdom comparable to that of exchanging what is called the reality of life for dreams. Old castles, old pictures, old histories, and the babble of old people, make one live back into centuries, that cannot deceive one . . .’ The world-weary Walpole, tired of his living contemporaries, concluded, ‘The dead have exhausted their power of deceiving – one can trust Catherine of Medici now.’ (Medici was a sixteenth-century French queen whose name became a byword for dark ambition and ruthless scheming.) Walpole and his imitators typically chose a mythical, camp version of medieval Europe to escape from the society of the day – just as many 21st century Goths choose a darkly mythologised version of the Victorian era for their flights of the imagination, while others are exploring a similarly gloomy, threatening version of the future and styling themselves ‘cybergoths’.


Why we should enjoy monstrous things remains a something of a mystery, a mystery which concerned critics of the original Gothic novels. The Gothic novelists found some philosophical justification for their work in a 1756 tract by the politician and philosopher, Edmund Burke, entitled Philosophical Inquiry into the Origins of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful. Burke concluded that there are two opposing ideals: on the one hand, we are attracted to conventional beauty, whose orderliness is associated with classical culture; on the other, we are drawn to what he called ‘the sublime’, which was wild and daunting and became associated with Gothic culture. A sunny woodland glade might be described as beautiful, while a deserted graveyard during a raging storm exemplifies the sublime. Beauty appeals by pleasing the beholder, while the sublime stimulates by disturbing or overwhelming. ‘When danger or pain press too nearly, they are incapable of any delight, and are simply terrible,’ wrote Burke, ‘but at certain distances, and with certain modifications, they can be, and they are, delightful, as we every day experience.’


Burke’s theories fed a growing fashion for the sublime throughout British society in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Middle-class tourists headed for untamed mountainous regions and ruined abbeys, thrilled with the fancy that robbers, spectres or wolves might lurk in the surrounding caves and woodlands. Aristocratic landowners adorned their estates with sinister, mock-medieval Gothic follies, adding a sense of darkly picturesque mystery, while less wealthy enthusiasts devoured the flood of Gothic novels that followed in the wake of Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto.


The passion for all things Gothic soon crossed the Channel to mainland Europe. In 1832 the French fashion journal, Flâneur Parisien, observed, ‘We have Gothic dining rooms and Gothic parlours, and now people want the whole building to be Gothic, with dungeons, crenellations, castellations, drawbridges and portcullises.’ But, as the trappings of the Gothic movement became fashionable, they also became commonplace and familiar. Gothic novels fell out of fashion and Gothic architecture became less of a guilty pleasure, admired for its qualities of solidity and strength, and for the fact that it was a specifically Northern European style, as opposed to the classical style of Southern Europe. By the mid-nineteenth century, wealthy British patrons who commissioned Gothic buildings felt they were making a patriotic statement rather than a subversive one.
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A cardboard cut-out set from a Victorian toy theatre adaptation of Horace Walpole’s original Gothic romance, The Castle of Otranto.





As the subversive power of the original Gothic aesthetic waned, so a new generation of non-conformists emerged in the form of the Romantic movement – a loose grouping with its roots in the eighteenth century. The Gothic and Romantic movements, in many ways, represent two currents in the same dark cultural tide. The most flamboyant of the Romantics – such as the infamous versifying aristocrat George Gordon, Lord Byron – would use the saturnine anti-heroes of Gothic fiction as role models, at the same time putting flesh on the crude scenarios first imagined by Walpole and his imitators.


Horace Walpole’s fiction, The Castle of Otranto, is generally regarded as the first Gothic Romance. It was published in 1764, initiating a long and influential tradition. Despite this, it’s an unimpressive affair. Even a sympathetic reader such as the Gothic Society’s Jennie Gray has felt moved to wonder at ‘the astonishing degree of influence this weak and rather tiresome fable has had.’


Any modern reader who struggles through this heavily-dated novel will doubtless agree. Walpole explained how it was inspired by a nightmare, in which, ‘I thought myself in an ancient castle (a very natural dream for a head filled like mine with gothic story) and that on the uppermost bannister 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. The work grew on my hands . . . I was so engrossed with my tale, which I completed in less than two months.’


It reads that way. The Castle of Otranto is a tale of political intrigue set in the Middle Ages, with the chief villain, Manfred, attempting to usurp the throne of the mythical Italian kingdom of Otranto. He is hampered by a series of supernatural manifestations, the most striking of which are huge armoured limbs and helmets dropping improbably from the sky to crush or terrify Manfred’s family and servants. The Critical Review, a contemporary periodical, chided that the ‘publication of any work at this time in England, composed of such rotten materials, is a phenomenon we cannot account for.’ But the critic was in a minority, and Walpole’s strange novel was a minor sensation.


Its chief innovation lay in evoking the contrasting emotions of terror and pity. This use of radical contrast is the hallmark of classic Gothic art: light and dark, good and evil, sex and death. Realism and character development are of little concern compared to effect, and Gothic literature has been marked by this shameless emphasis on style over content. It was a popular recipe, and by 1797 a contemporary commentator observed, ‘Otranto ghosts have propagated their species with unequalled fecundity. The spawn is in every novel shop.’


Gothic tales were referred to as ‘romances’ to distinguish them from the novel, which was regarded as of a more edifying nature. By way of contrast, a ‘romance’, was an unashamed work of the imagination, where exciting and entertaining the reader was more important than being realistic or instructive, while ‘romantic’ was often used as a dismissive term for impractical individuals with their head in the clouds – until it was defiantly adopted by a generation of artists, writers, composers and, above all, poets who revelled in the wistful waywardness that society condemned.


Like Gothic, ‘Romantic’ is a term that has, over the years, lost much of its edge. Today, the word is almost exclusively associated with flowers, chocolates, moon-in-June lyrics and other sloppy clichés of the love-story genre. The archetypal nineteenth-century Romantic was always associated with passion, but it was not restricted to affairs of the heart – it permeated every aspect of his life, feeding an ethos of political radicalism and sexual liberation. The Romantic was a rebel who saw art and fantasy as his weapons in the revolution against oppression.


According to the Romantic credo, unfettered creativity and individualism were sacred, as opposed to the mainstream values of logical thought and social responsibility. Inward-looking, creative individuals were extolled as the prophets and visionaries of their age, and their art was not perceived as a distraction from the mundane material world but as a blueprint for moving above and beyond its tyranny. Nils Stevenson, road manager for punk standard-bearers the Sex Pistols during their notorious 1976 Anarchy in the UK tour, sees an implicit connection between the rabble-rousing of late 1970s punks and the young Romantics in the early 1800s. In Vacant, his diary of the punk years, Stevenson concludes his introduction with a quote from Isaiah Berlin’s The Roots of Romanticism, which were, according to Berlin, ‘the primitive, the untutored, it is youth, life . . . but it is also pallor, fever, disease, decadence . . . the Dance of Death, indeed Death itself . . . turbulence, violence, conflict, chaos, but it is also peace . . . It is the strange, the exotic, the grotesque . . . the irrational, the unutterable . . .’ On reflection, this seems to evoke the modern Goth scene more than the punk wave that pre-dated it, and it’s perhaps no coincidence that Stevenson went on to manage Siouxsie and the Banshees, the punk mavericks who were instrumental in triggering Goth.


As a generation of rebellious young Europeans adopted Romanticism in the 1840s, they self-consciously smoked the recently invented cigarette at a time when tobacco had gone out of fashion, and drank a powerful form of punch. According to James Laver in his history of style, Taste and Fashion, ‘the punch-bowl was given a place of honour at every famous Romantic party – orgy, perhaps, would be a better name, for the Romantics spared no effort to make such affairs as macabre as possible by the introduction of death’s heads, skeletons, etc., by draping the room in black, and by every manifestation of a somewhat infantile diabolism. There is not much danger in drinking punch for pleasure; but when you drink it on principle in the quantities befitting a blighted being, the effects are likely to be unfortunate, and many a young Romantic drank himself into an early grave.’


In the final decades of the nineteenth century, the darker elements of the Romantic tradition blossomed into the Decadent movement. Romanticism was essentially optimistic, believing the world could be redeemed. Decadence was pessimistic to the point of total nihilism. In his anthology of Decadent writing, Moral Ruins, editor Brian Stableford describes the Decadents as ‘renegade Romantics’ – certainly, the movement shared the Romantic ideals of imagination and individualism, but Decadents did not believe such forces could ultimately save mankind. Essentially, they said, everything’s going to hell, so we might as well just try to enjoy the ride as best we can.


Decadents believed only the passing, artificial pleasures of luxury and self-indulgence to be real. While the more scandalous of the Romantics had flirted with narcotics and Satanism, the Decadents wholly abandoned themselves to black magic and druggy debauchery. As with ‘Gothic’ and ‘Romantic’, ‘Decadent’ was a term often used to insult an artist whom a critic felt to be morally bankrupt, and many of the best-known Decadents rejected the label entirely. Ellis Hanson, in his book Decadence and Catholicism, observes how, ‘the decadents cultivated a fascination with all that was commonly perceived as unnatural or degenerate, with sexual perversity, nervous illness, crime, and disease, all presented in a highly aestheticised context calculated to subvert or, at any rate, to shock conventional morality. Both stylistically and thematically, decadence is an aesthetic in which failure and decay are regarded as seductive, mystical, or beautiful . . . The typical decadent hero is, with a few exceptions, an upper-class, overly educated, impeccably dressed aesthete, a man whose masculinity is confounded by his tendency to androgyny, homosexuality, masochism, mysticism, or neurosis.’


All of which has clear parallels with both the Gothic tradition and the Goth subculture of today. ‘Decadence is not a happy state,’ observes Stableford in Moral Ruins, ‘and the Decadent does not bother to seek the trivial goal of contentment, whose price is wilful blindness to the true state of the world. Instead, he must become a connoisseur of his own psychic malaise (which mirrors, of course, the malaise of his society). He is the victim of various ills, whose labels became the key terms of Decadent rhetoric: ennui (world-weariness); spleen (an angry subspecies of melancholy); impuissance (powerlessness).’ The movement reached its peak in 1890s Paris, the city becoming a place of pilgrimage and refuge for perverse poets from around the world. The period became known as the fin de siècle (‘end of the century’), and as tradition insists that the end of a century somehow brings the world closer to the Apocalypse, so the end of the nineteenth century fuelled the wild, feverish excesses of the Parisian scene. (Decadence would later find its twentieth-century mecca in 1920s Berlin, at the same time as Germany gave birth to the Gothic expressionist films that pre-dated the horror movie.)


By the 1980s, the term ‘Gothic’ was employed to describe a new musical subculture, born from the ashes of the dying punk scene and nurtured on the dandyism of 1970s glam rock – which some astute commentators had labelled ‘decadent’. Goth rock was the most coherent, widespread manifestation of the Gothic tradition ever. Unlike most equivalent youth cults, like heavy metal or rockabilly, Goth was not centred around a particular musical style, but on an underground movement that assimilated cultural artefacts from the past.
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Charles Baudelaire, the archetypal Decadent poet, wrote verse fixated on whores and vampires. It has been set to music by Christian Death, Dead Can Dance and Diamanda Galas. (Portrait by Alastair.)





‘Over the last 25 years, I have perceived, experienced and participated in “Goth” as emerging from a minor “weirdo fringe” to the fully paid-up and universally-recognised thinking eccentric’s subculture,’ says Geoff Kayson, of leading Goth jewellery designers, Alchemy. ‘As a result of this, a virtual “second Gothic revival” movement has evolved, with competitive instincts inevitably forcing the creative and commercial standards to rise . . . now we not only have a fantastic cornucopia of the highest quality and range of extreme fashion and lifestyle for the hardcore Goth, but, for our sins, Gothic bedsteads and wallpaper in every town high street.’


Musician, Wayne Hussey, was one who attracted the Goth tag, as a result of his roles as guitarist with the Sisters of Mercy and vocalist for the Mission, who enjoyed success in the late 1980s courtesy of their Goth fanbase. Like many who were similarly pigeon-holed – including his erstwhile Sisters band-mate Andrew Eldritch – Hussey actively resisted the label, but, by the turn of the millennium, was impressed by the cult’s tenacity. ‘It’s not just about the music,’ he told me, ‘it’s about a whole lifestyle. There are weekend Goths who just like dressing up – but whatever floats your boat. I love the movie The Hunger, for example, while I was never a big fan of The Rocky Horror Show. The movement has its own literature, whether it’s Interview with the Vampire or Edgar Allan Poe. There’s the clothes, the make-up, the attitude. It’s not just about bands – it’s a way of life now for some people.’


Rock journalist Mick Mercer was commissioned to write the first book on the Goth scene, his Gothic Rock Black Book, and thus became its earliest historian. He describes the subculture as a ‘violently childish dreamworld, involving immense amounts of energy and play-acting . . . Wracked with religious imagery, slippy with sexual inference, Goth onstage is seldom happy. Goth offstage is a hoot. Goth onstage cries, growls and scowls. Goth offstage goes quietly insane and wraps itself in drunken worship, pagan worship, and the loins of psychologically damaged French philosophers.’


As it approached its own 1990s fin de siècle, popular culture as a whole was ready to follow the Goths over to the dark side. Brian Stableford, as an authority on Decadent literature, felt moved to pen an article for the UK Goth ’zine Bats and Red Velvet entitled ‘News of the Black Feast’, in which he notes, ‘the end of every century has been marked by a sense of terminus: a fin de siècle sensibility which leads particularly sensitive individuals to take sombre delight in the contemplation of darkness and degeneration . . . In our democratic era . . . a Decadent lifestyle is accessible at street level, available to any and all dissenters from middle-class notions of respectability. Its most blatant contemporary manifestation is, of course, the Goth subculture, whose name pays due but ironic homage to the architectural and literary ambitions of Beckford and Walpole.’
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‘Gothic’ can imply many different things. This photo-portrait of US darkwave duo Lycia parodies Grant Wood’s famous 1930 painting American Gothic.





Stableford is struck by how the bands Mercer covers in his 1996 Goth encyclopaedia, The Hex Files, ‘share certain characteristics which link them as securely to the typical concerns of fin de siècle culture as to the Goth culture of the 1980s. Their writers give every indication of being widely-read, poetically ambitious and familiar with a wide range of musical styles – styles which they are attempting to combine in a quasi-alchemical fashion.’ Stableford compares the scene catalogued by Mercer with the aforementioned Decadent movement, singling out a parallel with the 1884 novel, A rebours (‘Against Nature’), by the Parisian author, Joris Karl Huysmans. Its main character, Duc Jean Des Esseintes, a witty but world-weary aristocrat, became a role model for nineteenth century Decadents.


A rebours ‘represented a new peak in the search for sensation,’ observed William Gaunt in his book, The Aesthetic Adventure. ‘Its hero, Des Esseintes, was an exquisite who lived an artificial life . . . [Des Esseintes] also had a counterpart in literature, the Roderick Usher of Poe’s “House of Usher”. He had brought, like the demon-driven character of Poe’s tale, the cultivation of the senses to the uttermost limits of perversity. He devised for instance a whole orchestra of scents and perfumes. No vice or curiosity was alien to him and his overheated imagination grew, in his rooms from which all outer air and influence was excluded, tropical and monstrous . . . In fact he avoided all natural and external experience and cherished the solitary and unusual because what was not nature was art, and art was the only worthy condition of existence.’ (More recently, Huysmans’ bible of decadence inspired Irish poison-pop experimentalists Fatima Mansions to dub their 1989 debut Against Nature, and avant-garde ‘industrial’ musician Magnus Sundström to assume the moniker Des Esseintes for his latest project.)
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The late 1990’s Goth culture, pastiched as part of an award-winning campaign promoting Smirnoff vodka. (In true undead style the coolest Goth chick casts no reflection.)





‘The common concerns of the subculture mapped in The Hex Files echo common concerns of the countercultures of the 1790s and 1890s,’ observes Stableford in ‘News of the Black Feast’. ‘Goth subculture is expanding to embrace many, if not all, of the issues addressed by Huysmans in A rebours: a book which laid before its readers an entire “black feast” of blithe perversities.’ Stableford is right in every respect but one – his belief that such ‘black feasts’ are confined to the final years of a century. It may simply be that the rest of society is more inclined to listen during the fin de siècle, giving the impression of a cyclical attraction to darkness, which is in fact more constant.


But it cannot be denied that, as Christoph Grunenberg puts it in an essay in Gothic, the catalogue for a 1997 exhibition at the Boston Institute of Contemporary Art, ‘Eternal night seems to have fallen over the world and dark is the most fashionable colour in the autumn of the century.


‘The subculture of Goth rock, its distinct dress code and lifestyle predate the current revival of a manifestly Gothic aesthetic by almost two decades,’ continues Grunenberg, ‘its members remaining devoted in their enchantment with death, the macabre and otherworldly. The Goths’ romantic look with its strong inclination towards black was successfully appropriated by mainstream fashion several years ago . . . Today, the Gothic in fashion and design has become mass marketable, available courtesy of singer/actor turned designer Cher, whose Sanctuary catalogue offers jewellery, fashion, as well as heavy yet comfortable medievalised furniture.’
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Gother Than Thou: evidence of the Goth scene’s keen sense of self-deprecating humour – a card game where clove cigarettes and eyeliner are essentials for the ultimate Goth.





Goth counterculture is now manifesting itself at the very heart of mall culture with increasing virulence. Which returns us to our original enquiry: what is Gothic? In one sense, it is the dark undercurrent of everyday existence, a twilight version of the daylight world. In another, it is a welcoming viper’s nest of contradictions that has developed through several hundred years of counterculture: Grotesque, Gothic, Romantic, Decadent, Goth.


Gothic is sophisticated barbarism. It is a passion for life draped in the symbolism of death. It is a cynical love of sentiment. It is a marriage of extremes such as sex and death. It uses darkness to illuminate. It believes duty is vain, and vanity to be a duty. It is the compulsion to do the wrong thing for all the right reasons. It is a yearning nostalgia for the black days of a past that never was. It denies orthodox reality and puts its faith in the imaginary. It is the unholy, the uncanny, the unnatural.


But is Gothic merely a pose, as its detractors maintain? Most certainly – but are we not all poseurs at some level? Inevitably, the brilliant, decadent Oscar Wilde put it best, in his Gothic classic The Picture of Dorian Gray – a richly sinister Faustian fable set in Victorian London – when he observed, ‘Being natural is simply a pose, and the most irritating pose I know.’




Chapter 1



the imp OF the Perverse: the Golden Age of GOTHIC LITERATURE


Musing on the birth of Gothic literature, in the preface to an 1800 anthology entitled Crimes of Love, the Marquis de Sade wrote, ‘The genre was the inevitable product of the revolutionary shocks with which the whole of Europe resounded. For those who were acquainted with all the ills that are brought upon men by the wicked, the novel was becoming more difficult to write as it was monotonous to read; there was nobody left who had not experienced more misfortunes in four or five years than could be depicted in a century by literature’s most gifted novelist. It was therefore necessary to call on hell for aid in the creation of titles that could arouse interest, and to find in the land of nightmare what was once common knowledge from the mere observation of the history of man in this iron age.’
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An illustration for Edgar Allan Poe’s short story ‘The Black Cat’ by 1890s Decadent artist Aubrey Beardsley.





The most powerful of these ‘revolutionary shocks’ was the French Revolution of 1789, which toppled the aristocracy and sent powerful ripples of chaos and disorder across the map of Europe. And Sade was certainly acquainted with the misfortunes that could befall a man in those turbulent times.


Donatien Alphonse Francois de Sade, dubbed ‘the Divine Marquis’ by later admirers, is a pivotal Gothic figure. A highly-sexed, high-born French cavalry officer, the diminutive but charming Sade enjoyed whipping and being whipped as well as anal sex with partners of both genders – an exotic, illegal combination only topped by his taste for combining blasphemy and sex, such as inserting communion wafers into his partner’s vagina.


In the summer of 1772, one such orgy went badly wrong when the quartet of prostitutes Sade hired fell ill, probably as a result of consuming candy the Marquis had laced with Spanish fly (a purported aphrodisiac). A warrant went out for his arrest on charges of poisoning and sodomy, but Sade had already fled. The fact that Sade had taken his wife’s younger sister with him as his mistress (adding technical incest to his misdemeanours) outraged his mother-inlaw, the formidable Madame de Montreuil, who made the arrest and imprisonment of her scandalous son-in-law a personal priority. In December of that year, Sade was apprehended and began the first of many lengthy periods of incarceration. Indeed, the liberty-loving libertine would spend most of the rest of his days imprisoned in one institution after another, the victim of his own outspoken nature and restless libido, and Madame de Montreuil’s unforgiving tenacity.
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The terror of the guillotine, imagined by Nigel Wingrove of Salvation Films. According to the Marquis de Sade, such turbulent times inspired the birth of the Gothic novel.





By 1784, the Marquis was incarcerated in the nation’s most notorious gaol – the Bastille. Events orchestrated his release five years later, when the Revolution ousted the aristocratic government and Sade, on the assumption that any enemy of the old regime was a friend of the Revolution, was freed. By nature an outcast, he was soon rejected by the Revolutionary Council as violently as by his aristocratic roots, and Citizen de Sade (as he was now known) again found himself behind bars, accused of conspiring with his blue-blooded peers, a charge exacerbated by his scandalous reputation. Perhaps the most nightmarish episode of his traumatic life was in 1794, when he found himself imprisoned in Picpus hospital prison when the mindless butchery that followed the Revolution, known as ‘the Reign of Terror’, was reaching its peak.


In a letter from his new prison, Sade, under threat of execution for alleged treason, observed it was ‘an earthly paradise, a lovely building, a magnificent garden, choice company, charming women, then all at once the guillotine is set up directly under our windows and they began to dispose of the dead in the middle of our garden . . . we buried 1,800 in 35 days.’ In a July coup, the zealots responsible for Sade’s arrest were themselves guillotined for treason, and in October he was freed once more – though he only enjoyed a final, brief period of liberty before being arrested again for immoral behaviour in 1801. An official report of the time noted that he was ‘in a perpetual state of lascivious furore, which constantly compels him to monstrous thoughts and actions.’ This time the ageing deviant was confined to a lunatic asylum where he served out the final eleven years of his life. In a marvellously Gothic final flourish, he occupied his time there composing and producing plays, with the cast largely drawn from the asylum’s inmates.


The Marquis de Sade’s chief legacy is the term ‘sadism’ – coined twenty years after his death to describe the derivation of sexual pleasure from inflicting pain. But it is not this that concerns us as much as his ‘monstrous thoughts’, preserved in the form of novels written to ease his boredom while imprisoned and to stave off poverty in his later years. He was also a fan of the new English genre of Gothic romance, though his own self-conscious efforts in the genre are disappointingly bland. It is his other works upon which his notoriety rests, Sade’s infamous and often suppressed experiments in pornography – though their dark mood, perverse sexuality, scenes of incest, cannibalism and blasphemy, with exaggerated characters and situations, mark them out as Gothic literature of the most extreme kind.


While once critics condemned them as unspeakably obscene, modern academics display their worldliness by dismissing them as repetitive and dull. However, the repetition and deranged taboo-busting have an almost humorous quality after a while, and much of Sade’s writing can be appreciated as smutty satire. The first and most notorious of these works is The 120 Days of Sodom (named after the biblical city steeped in sin that became the basis of the word ‘sodomy’). Written in secret while Sade was incarcerated in the Bastille, 120 Days was composed by candlelight and secreted behind a loose brick during the day. It is the tale of four wealthy perverts, all members of the establishment Sade despised, who seclude themselves in an isolated fortress with a cast of whores, madames and innocents in order to indulge every sexual excess and transgression imaginable.


His next two literary atrocities also play with the Gothic theme of innocence in peril, though here the girls were threatened with more than the Gothic novel’s traditional ‘fate worse than death’. In his related volumes Justine and Juliette, Sade describe the lives of two sisters faced with improbably extreme ordeals of physical, psychological and sexual abuse. Justine is virtuous, and suffers because of it, while Juliette, who takes to vice like a duck to water, prospers. The subtitles of the twin novels – The Prosperity of Vice and The Misfortunes of Virtue – highlight their (a)moral context. ‘If misery persecutes virtue and prosperity accompanies crime, those things being as one in nature’s view,’ explained the author, ‘is it not far better to join company with the wicked who flourish than to be counted among the virtuous who founder?’ Sade goes to Gothic extremes in order to illustrate his ‘nice guys finish last’ view of the world – particularly in the story of the innocent Justine.


Justine, like all of Sade’s most notorious works, is a literary oddity: too brutal and misanthropic to be pornographic; too sexually-fixated and repetitive to be anything else. The trials and tribulations of the virtuous heroine are almost too extreme to take seriously. She saves the lives of several characters, all of whom repay her with betrayal or worse: indeed, Justine is sodomised and whipped with almost tedious frequency (mirroring Sade’s own fetishes), and finds herself at the mercy of a wicked gallery of villains. And each, like Justine’s evil sister Juliette, knows only profit from his extreme cruelty and selfishness. At the novel’s climax, when it finally seems like Justine’s blameless character will be rewarded, she is struck by lightning, which passes through her mouth and out of her vagina. Sade’s conclusion is that nature – or even God Himself – has nothing but contempt for virtue.


By no means all Gothic fiction was as twisted or as challenging as Sade’s dark fantasies. On the contrary, most examples of the genre were cluttered with clumsy moralising, which, with their propagandising the triumph of virtue over vice, went quite contrary to Sade’s philosophy. Hugely popular by the end of the eighteenth century, they were remarkably open to parody – most famously by Jane Austen in her satirical novel Northanger Abbey, written in 1799. Most ripe for this treatment were those works which also attained the greatest popularity: the novels of Anne Radcliffe.
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The picturesque Gothic ruin and the virginal heroine – integral features of the golden-age Gothic romances of Anne Radcliffe and her many imitators.





While she had numerous rivals and imitators (most notably Sophia Lee and Clara Reeve), none came close in popularity to Radcliffe, who formulated the blueprint for the golden age of Gothic literature. Not everyone was so kind. The Marquis de Sade, while enthusiastic about the basic Gothic concept, was unimpressed by her compulsion to debunk all her tales’ supernatural elements, lacking as she was the daring that allows the best Gothic literature to endure. The classic example of this is in her best-known novel, The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794). Emily, the heroine, discovers something mysterious in a black veil while exploring the damp chambers of crumbling Castle Udolpho. The teasing suspense is maintained for hundreds of pages, until the nervous heroine plucks up courage to peer beneath the veil, revealing ‘a human figure of ghastly paleness, stretched at its length, and dressed in the habiliments of the grave. What added to the horror of the spectacle was that the face appeared partly decayed and disfigured by worms, which were visible on the features and hands.’ Like all good romantic heroines, Emily faints. The final revelation – that this ghastly corpse is merely a waxwork constructed long ago by monks to frighten sinners – is a cop-out that has disappointed readers for 200 years.


Radcliffe’s formula spawned numerous works set in locales and times distant enough to be mildly exotic, virtuous heroines pinballed around cobwebby crypts and sinister castles, swooning or shrieking each time they collided with some ominous vision. Dominating the sprawling plots were villains who undoubtedly offered a mild crackle of erotic menace for the primarily female readership. Unlike real Gothic villains, like the highly-sexed Sade, these fictional scoundrels lived in a universe far too restrained for them ever to inflict the ‘fate worse than death’ that’s constantly threatened. Instead, with tedious reliability, virtue triumphs and vice is vanquished. Radcliffe concludes her 1790 novel, A Sicilian Romance, by describing it as ‘a singular and striking instance of moral retribution. We learn, also, that those who only do THAT WHICH IS RIGHT, endure nothing in misfortune but a trial of their virtue, and from trials well endured derive the surest claim to the protection of heaven.’


Time has transformed Radcliffe from the leading popular authoress of her day to very much an acquired taste, read largely for academic reasons rather than pleasure. Notoriously reclusive, she cultivated an image as ‘the Great Enchantress’, but as the new century advanced, as revolutionary idealism was replaced by reactionary anxiety, and male writers tried to regain the heights occupied by women, Radcliffe – former visionary and magician – was reinvented as madwoman and witch.’


In 1810, one Reverend Charles Apthorp Wheelwright issued a poetry anthology containing an ‘Ode to Horror’, in which horror is personified as a goddess of madness who pursues her victims to the grave – her chief victim being Anne Radcliffe. In case he hadn’t made himself explicit enough, Wheelwright added a footnote explaining, that Radcliffe was ‘reported to have died under the species of mental derangement, known by the name of the horrors.’


Nobody was more surprised to hear of her demise than Mrs Radcliffe herself. Furthermore, she was perturbed by the common public assumption that those who create dark or disturbing art must themselves be disturbed – although, in her case, as so often in the Gothic arena, there was some truth to this. Having suffered from acute depression – or ‘melancholy’, as it was then known – throughout her adult life, when Radcliffe died of a fever brought on by a bronchial infection in early 1823, her suffering was compounded by delusions. Ironically, Radcliffe’s mysterious private life was more powerfully Gothic than her prose. With meandering plots, cardboard characters and complex (touching on incestuous) revelations as to which characters are related, the Gothic romance resembles nothing so much as a mildly spooky soap opera – more Days of Our Lives than Dracula.


In the 1960s, Victoria Holt’s surprise best-seller The Mistress of Mellyn sparked a revival in the Gothic romance genre. Aimed primarily at the female market, these paperbacks were mostly limp and bloodless affairs, more hackneyed romance than Gothic thriller (though a few old classics were reprinted among the anaemic pulp). Perhaps the main contemporary inheritor of Radcliffe’s tradition is Virginia Andrews, with her claustrophobic tales of suburban suspense – though the most authentically scary aspect of Andrews is the way her name has been sold as a franchise, allowing her effectively to write from beyond the grave.


The authentic roots of what became the horror genre are to be found with another Gothic author who, unlike the timid Mrs Radcliffe, possessed balls.


The author in question was Matthew Gregory Lewis – known in his day, due to the literary sensation he created, as Matthew ‘Monk’ Lewis. In his analysis of the Gothic novel, the Marquis de Sade lists Lewis alongside Radcliffe as one of the two pillars upon which the genre stands, describing the former’s work as ‘superior in all respects to the strange flights of Mrs Radcliffe’s brilliant imagination’. Crucially, Lewis’ 1796 novel, The Monk, never debunks the plot’s supernatural elements, nor shrinks from describing the shocking episodes of sex and violence over which his competitors habitually drew a veil. As a modern admirer, Les Daniels (whose 1977 book, Fear, remains one of the better histories of the horror genre), noted of The Monk: ‘A standard history of English literature claims that it exhibits “the perverted lust of a sadist”. Can there be a higher recommendation?’


This condemnation is nothing new, as the book has been the target of pious invective since it was first published. Typical was the outraged commentator who condemned it as ‘a mass of murder, outrage, diablerie and indecency’, or the critic who dubbed the book ‘totally unfit for general circulation’. Lewis, by then a Member of Parliament, was sensitive to the scandal. He omitted his name from the first edition, and, threatened with prosecution for obscenity by the Attorney General, substantially toned down subsequent editions. The original, uncensored text was not to be published again for well over a century, when Grove Press, an American publisher notorious for literary erotica and pornography, issued an unexpurgated edition in 1952.


Unsurprisingly, The Monk was a hot topic of conversation when it first surfaced – something like the American Psycho or Exorcist of its day – and was discussed in hushed tones in the coffee-houses, gaming clubs and drawing rooms of fashionable late eighteenth-century England. It tells the story of Ambrosio, a famously virtuous abbot in early seventeenth-century Spain who is seduced by a young beauty called Matilda, later revealed as a demon in human form. In a commendably lurid scene, Matilda flashes one of her breasts at the flustered monk, whereupon, ‘A raging fire shot through every limb; the blood boiled in his veins, and a thousand wild wishes bewildered his imagination.’


From thereon Ambrosio quickly slides into a life of vice, black magic and murder, culminating in the rape of his own sister and murder of his mother. When retribution finally catches up with him in the fearsome shape of the Spanish Inquisition, Ambrosio orchestrates his escape by summoning Lucifer himself. But Lucifer taunts the monk with his sins before casting him down to his death from a mountaintop – clearly, here is one Devil who doesn’t look after his own. Leading the assault upon The Monk, the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, echoing organisations like the Society for the Suppression of Vice, condemned the book for shocking episodes ‘such as no observation of character can justify, because no good man would willingly suffer them to pass however transiently, through his own mind.’ In other words, someone who created something as monstrous as The Monk must be a monster himself, an accusation levelled at Gothic artists ever since.


This ‘monster’, Matthew Lewis, certainly led a life with Gothic overtones (coincidentally, he inherited his parliamentary seat from William Beckford, author of Vathek). The spirit of Lewis’ brother, Barrington, who died at an early age, was reputed to have haunted him throughout his life. Also, when Lewis set out in 1815 to inspect slave plantations he had inherited in Jamaica, he was dismayed by the brutal conditions under which they laboured and their superstitious belief in Obeah (native witchcraft). He witnessed their tendency toward ‘this vile trick of poisoning’, and cynically noted how the slaves were more inclined to poison kind masters than cruel ones. (Despite this, he instituted a series of humane reforms on his plantations.) In May 1818, Lewis died aboard ship after suffering an attack of yellow fever. Officially, medicine taken to ease his suffering had the reverse effect and proved fatal – but local gossip had it that he promised to set his slaves free upon his death, and some of the more enterprising slaves decided to speed up the process (‘The Misfortunes of Virtue’ – to appropriate Sade’s subtitle for Justine). His burial at sea was suitably Gothic: the weights used to drag his coffin to the seabed slid off, and it bobbed to the surface, his shroud forming a macabre sail that caught the wind, slowly sailing back towards Jamaica.


Like the Marquis de Sade, ‘Monk’ Lewis was possessed of ‘a passion for the macabre’, according to one acquaintance, that ‘amounted to a mania with him.’ But in both cases their literary offences pale into insignificance when contrasted with the horrors of their age – in Sade’s case the Reign of Terror, in Lewis’ the horrors of slavery. Both men had noble qualities that marked them as Gothic antiheroes rather than villains.
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Matthew Gregory Lewis’ 1796 Gothic masterpiece The Monk has been adapted several times – including this 1972 French film interpretation.





The acquaintance who commented on Lewis’ manias was the notorious Romantic poet Lord Byron. Lewis had visited Byron in 1816, when sexual scandal in England had made the aristocrat an effective exile in the villa Diodati on the shores of Lake Geneva in the Swiss Alps. Also staying with Byron were his physician, Dr Polidori, his lover, Clare Clairmont, his friend and fellow poet, Percy Shelley (himself on the run from creditors and an abandoned wife), and Shelley’s young mistress, Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, and their infant son, William. Lewis entertained the assembled party by telling Gothic tales, which inspired a ghost-story writing competition after he had left. One of the tales invented for this contest would become a Gothic legend, created not by one of the great poets but by the shy girl they nicknamed ‘Dormouse’. Upon marriage that young woman would be known as Mary Shelley, and her story was Frankenstein.
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Romantic poet Lord Byron inspired the archetypal, brooding ‘Byronic anti-hero’, suggested by this model for the Dark Angel Goth catalogue.





Frankenstein was a product of the tempest of narcotics, sexual tension and intellectual fervour at the Villa Diodati in 1816. First published in 1818, by the time Mary Shelley issued her definitive, much-expanded edition in 1831, she was the only surviving member of the party, all the other luminaries fulfilling their destiny to live fast and die young.


It begins in the Arctic, where an explorer comes across a crazed young man named Victor Frankenstein, who tells of the horrors that brought him to that blasted end of the earth. Told in flashback, his experiments into the nature of life lead him to create an artificial man from parts of corpses – but, rather than the beautiful superhuman he had planned, his creation is a malformed giant, and Victor abandons him in disgust. With almost supernatural speed, the Monster develops a level of sophistication and sensitivity, but remains the object of horror and rejection by the human race.


In desperation, the Monster seeks out his creator and begs Frankenstein to build him a mate to relieve his isolation. Victor initially agrees, but, terrified that the two will breed and create a race of monsters, he destroys his second creation. Enraged, the Monster resolves to make his creator share his desolation and loneliness, slaughtering all those near and dear to the medical genius. Frankenstein then sets off in pursuit of his murderous creation, ending at the Arctic wastelands where we first met him. Exhausted, Frankenstein expires, while his creation drifts off into the frozen hell atop an iceberg.


Frankenstein remains the only Gothic novel that has enjoyed almost universal approval from the literary establishment, and more ink has been spilt dissecting and re-evaluating it than any comparable text. Its central figures are composites of a number of archetypal Gothic figures, stitched together to form the enduring creation so familiar to us today. The first is indicated in the novel’s subtitle, The Modern Prometheus. Prometheus was a Titan (the semi-divine race of giants from Greek mythology) whose defiance of the gods made him a noble symbol of Romantic self-sacrifice. According to legend, he stole the life-giving secret of fire in defiance of the gods. Divine retribution was terrible – according to the most popular version of the myth, the Titan was chained to a rock for all eternity while an eagle pecked at his liver, the organ regrown each morning for the torment to continue. The parallels are obvious: Victor Frankenstein as a Romantic martyr to the thirst for knowledge, punished for his temerity in defying God and trying to create life.


The second archetype is Satan. In the introduction to Prometheus Unbound, Shelley drew comparisons between the character of Prometheus and the version of Satan portrayed in John Milton’s epic poem, Paradise Lost. Milton intended his poem as a dramatisation of the fall from grace of Satan and man, but Satan emerges from the work as a noble villain or sympathetic anti-hero. As an archetypal rebel against divine tyranny, Satan had a great appeal to the Romantics – as he did for the monster in Frankenstein, Mary depicting him reading Paradise Lost in his doomed efforts to understand humanity. Inevitably, the Monster sees himself as a Satan to Victor’s God (‘Evil thenceforth become my good,’ quotes the despairing creature) – just as Victor’s transgressions against divine law make him a satanic figure in the eyes of his own God.


The last archetype evoked is that of Faust, the legendary black magician. Attempts have been made to cast Frankenstein as a pioneering work of science fiction, but Victor is more sorcerer than scientist – a ‘pale student of unhallowed arts’, whose methods owe more to necromancy and alchemy than science. In the Faust legend the sorcerer signs a pact with the Devil in return for power and pleasure, but pays with life and soul, when the powers of darkness demand settlement of the debt. It’s a morality tale that appealed to the pious as a warning against ambition and ungodliness, but bolder souls saw in it a noble struggle for knowledge and experience in the face of terrible retribution.


Faust has been reworked and reinterpreted countless times. According to modern Gothic horror writer, Clive Barker, who based three of his stories (The Damnation Game, ‘The Hellbound Heart’ and ‘The Last Illusion’) on the legend, it’s ‘one of the important roads in all fantastic literature. At its centre is a notion essential to the horror genre and its relations: that of a trip taken into forbidden territory at the risk of insanity or death.’ The Faustian spirit of adventure, Promethean defiance of convention and satanic appetite for freedom engendered early death for both Percy Shelley (in 1822) and Lord Byron (in 1824). In her journal that year, Mary, increasingly depressed and withdrawn, labelled them ‘the people of the grave – that miserable conclave to which the beings I best loved belonged.’ For her, the selfish pacts Byron and her husband had made with their own demons of freedom and pleasure carried too high a price, and Mary, desolate and isolated, renounced her rebellious past.


Her ‘hideous progeny’ (as Mary memorably described the creature in her novel) had developed a life of its own, and Frankenstein has outlived many of the myths that informed it. Over a century after the novel’s completion, the head of the movie industry’s Production Code Administration – a devout Catholic named Joe Breen – was very uncomfortable about the Faustian subtext in The Bride of Frankenstein (regarded by many as the definitive celluloid Frankenstein). ‘Throughout the script,’ he observed, ‘there are a number of references to Frankenstein which compare him to God and which compare his creation of the monster to God’s creation of Man. All such references should be eliminated.’ So they were, but James Whale, the film’s artful director, still included sacreligious imagery: the Monster’s captivity in a graveyard, where the mob bind him in cruciform to a wooden stake, clearly parallels Christ’s crucifixion.


Today, the metaphor for blind ambition that breaks divine or natural laws is not Prometheus, or Faust, but Frankenstein. His legend is assimilated into the language to such a degree that the science of genetic engineering – an ‘unhallowed art’ – has been described as unleashing the horror of ‘Frankenstein foods’!


Another Gothic archetype took centre-stage in a novel published shortly after Frankenstein, which many hail as the last great work of the golden age of Gothic literature. The book was Melmoth the Wanderer, written by Charles Robert Maturin, and published in 1820. The myth that informed it was that of the Wandering Jew, a folkloric figure who mocked Jesus as he carried his cross to Calvary, and, for his contempt of divine majesty, was doomed to wander the earth friendless and homeless for eternity. Initially a medieval anti-Semitic myth, the figure of Ahaseurus, the Wandering Jew, evolved into the Gothic archetype of the ultimate outcast, a reluctant nomad rejected by both God and man: the Wandering Jew has a walk-on part in The Monk; Percy Shelley makes several references to the character in his works; he surfaces in waterborne form as the Flying Dutchman, or perhaps even as Captain Ahab in Herman Melville’s 1851 classic Moby Dick.
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Mary Shelley (Natasha Richardson), Claire Clairmont (Myriam Cyr), Lord Byron (Gabriel Byrne) and Percy Shelley (Julian Sands) in the delirious Gothic (1986).





Maturin very nearly invited exile status upon himself with the publication of Melmoth. From a respected family of French Protestants who found refuge in Dublin, he was a melancholic dandy who the Dublin University Magazine recalled as ‘eccentric in his habits, almost to insanity, and compounded of opposites; an inveterate reader of novels, an elegant preacher, an incessant dancer, which propensity he carried to such an extent that he darkened his drawing-room windows and indulged during the daytime.’ His masques and parties were the talk of the town, but he had to resort to two careers in order to pay for his lifestyle. Sadly, those careers – Gothic novelist and Christian preacher – proved profoundly incompatible.
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Back to the Villa Diodati in Frankenstein Unbound (1990): Byron (Jason Patric), Mary (Bridget Fonda) and doomed Shelley (similarly doomed rock star Michael Hutchence).





‘A dignitary of the Church had called on him in York Street to offer him preferment,’ recalled one contemporary. ‘He was kept waiting some time, until Maturin entered, dressed in a fantastic dressing gown, reciting passages from his play, his hair stuck over with pens. His guest was so startled that he hastily retired, giving up all idea of promoting a crazy curate.’ It is unsurprising that the anti-clerical sentiments expressed by his characters were often believed to be shared by the author.


These sentiments found their greatest expression in his masterpiece. Melmoth is a memorable creation, an amalgamation of Faust and the Wandering Jew who has sold his soul to Satan in return for extended life and supernatural powers. But, on finding himself an outcast, Melmoth searches for someone willing to exchange their place for his. He finds numerous tortured souls, each experiencing a terrible fate, but none of them is willing to trade places with the damned anti-hero. In the course of the baroque narrative, Melmoth becomes acquainted with the central concerns of the Gothic novel, ‘accustomed to look on and converse with all things revolting to nature and to man – forever exploring the madhouse, the jail or the Inquisition, the den of famine, the dungeon of crime, or the deathbed of despair.’


Maturin went to his own death-bed in 1824. It is both a tribute to his subversive nature, and a tragedy for fans of Gothic excess, that his son felt it necessary to burn all of his father’s papers to protect the family name. He had many admirers, including Lord Byron (who helped finance his extravagant lifestyle), the celebrated French novelist Victor Hugo (author of The Hunchback of Notre Dame), and the Parisian Decadent poet Charles Baudelaire (who dubbed Melmoth ‘that great satanic creation’). Some modern critics cite Melmoth the Wanderer as the first true horror novel, relegating The Monk to a mere rehearsal for Maturin’s masterpiece.


Remembering Maturin, his editor, Alaric Watts, called him ‘the most impulsive and eccentric of Irishmen – and that is saying a great deal.’ Indeed, nineteenth-century Gothic literature was dominated by Irish authors. Why this was so is difficult to say – perhaps political turmoil (or, as Sade put it, ‘revolutionary shocks’) inspired writers to morbid and excessive themes (Maturin witnessed the first violent outbreaks of nationalism in his native Dublin, which some believe contributed to his dark moods). Maybe the other disasters that befell Ireland had a dark effect on sensitive souls residing there (Bram Stoker used graphic accounts of an 1832 cholera epidemic in Sligo, heard at his mother’s knee, as inspiration for some of his earliest Gothic tales). Perhaps the Irish are, as the stereotype has it, a lyrical people prone to fits of enthusiasm followed by maudlin moods.


Whatever the case, fellow Irishman J. Sheridan Le Fanu certainly matched Maturin for eccentricity – though Le Fanu was as much a recluse as the ‘crazy curate’ was an exhibitionist. Indeed, such was his self-imposed seclusion from Dublin society that he earned the nickname of ‘the Invisible Prince’. Le Fanu’s retreat into seclusion was prompted by the death of his wife Susanna in 1858, a tragedy from which he never truly recovered. Her brother-in-law attributed Susanna’s demise to an ‘hysterical attack’ which, it was implied, was the result of religious fanaticism (another strong potential reason for Ireland’s Gothic tradition).


Le Fanu’s early works were unremarkable historical romances, but, when tragedy made a recluse of him, his tales began reflecting a bleaker world, seen (in the words of his acclaimed 1872 anthology) In a Glass Darkly. While comparatively obscure in his day, Le Fanu is now widely recognised as the master of the Victorian ghost story. In some ways it’s a perverse accolade, as conventional spectres are largely absent from his work – replaced by supernatural manifestations such as large rats with human faces, crawling hands and an amorphous horror that resembles ‘a great mass of corpulence, with a cadaverous and malignant face’.


As a Gothic pioneer, Le Fanu removed his fiction from the traditional exotic locales – ancient castles, haunted crypts, ruined abbeys – into more familiar locations. The unease in his tales was a product of the contradiction between the familiar and the uncanny, and his rejection of the sprawling style of his predecessors in favour of tighter, more measured prose. As fellow ghost story author E. F. Benson remarked, although Le Fanu’s tales would ‘begin quietly enough, the tentacles of terror are applied so softly that the reader hardly notices them till they are sucking the courage from his blood.’ The other classic element of Le Fanu’s style is the ambivalence of the eerie manifestations, which appear to be supernatural, but could be tricks of the mind, making his works the progenitor of modern psychological horror.
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In Gothic literature, everybody expects the Spanish Inquisition. They became stock villains in classics like Lewis’ The Monk, and Melmoth the Wanderer by Charles Maturin (left).





Le Fanu is best remembered for ‘Carmilla’, a novella also featured in In a Glass Darkly. The narrator, a young girl living in Austria, takes in a mysterious young lady named Mircalla as a house guest. Mircalla is in reality Carmilla Karnstein, a vampire who, in the form of a black cat, drains the blood of her hosts. ‘Think me not cruel,’ she tells her victim, ‘because I obey the irresistible law of my strength and weakness . . . In the rapture of my enormous humiliation, I live in your warm life, and you shall die – die, sweetly die – into mine. I cannot help it . . .’ The story positively shivers with undertones of lesbian passion – published at a time when Queen Victoria (who embodied the repressive zeitgeist of her age) reputedly refused to impose the same punitive legislation against lesbians that applied to male homosexuals, because she couldn’t believe the fairer sex would engage in anything so unspeakable.


Le Fanu’s later fictions work to a nightmarish logic – a dark, dreamlike quality that is unsurprising considering the circumstances under which they were written. According to Le Fanu’s son, Brinsley (one of the few people privileged to see the Invisible Prince at work in his latter years), his father would begin a tale by candlelight in bed until he fell asleep. He would then awaken in the middle of the night, by which point the plot and his dreams had become hopelessly entangled, and continue writing. The story was finally finished the following morning, the last seams between fiction and nightmare sewn shut. Le Fanu, who was plagued by a vivid recurrent nightmare, wherein the walls of his house collapsed upon him in his bed, died a year after the publication of In a Glass Darkly. The doctor called to pronounce him dead observed wryly, ‘I feared this; that house fell at last.’


Dreams play a prominent role in the Gothic world. Indeed, it’s difficult to find one significant Gothic artist who has not made delved into the realm of nightmare for inspiration – from Gothic author Horace Walpole to postmodern graphic novelist Neil Gaiman. As a modern psychiatric study postulated, ‘nightmares are linked to creativity . . . nightmares mean a person is unable to put his ghosts to rest.’ (Some have more trouble waking them – one of the few details known about Anne Radcliffe is her habit of deliberately eating indigestible snacks before bed, in the hope of inspiring nightmares.)


One such inspirational nightmare was experienced on the night of 8 March 1890 after a dinner of dressed crab. It so affected the man who experienced it that he scribbled down the salient details the following morning: ‘young man goes out – sees girls one tries – to kiss him not on the lips but throat. Old Count interferes – rage and fury diabolical. [Count says to girls] This man belongs to me I want him.’ The dreamer was Bram Stoker, and the nightmare inspired his novel, Dracula.
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