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Introduction


CHARLIE CASTELLETTI



When one hears the term ‘Gothic’, a few associations come to mind: uninhabitable terrain and moorland; castles, abandoned fortresses and abbeys; anything supernatural, the uncanny; problematic anti-heroes; heightened emotion and manipulation; melodramatic narrative arcs; dread, fear and a whole lot more. At the same time, while reliant on this generic register, there is no singular element that marks a text as Gothic. What the Gothic does is take everything we know about this world (and everything we don’t) to its absolute breaking point. Its extremity transcends the limits of our bodies, intensifies our deeply held emotions, and examines the possibility of an afterlife, and what or who is to be found there.


The Gothic, as we know it today, has come to encompass a mood, an aesthetic. Through my selections, I have taken liberty with the term Gothic and, at specific moments, expanded outward of any typical convention or time period. Instead, I have been led by instinct, by the heart, allowing the Gothic to encompass what some might call a vibe. To punctuate the literary macabre with a few light-hearted selections allows for side-by-side pairings to illuminate something new in each of the passages. What do we see in Wilfred Owen’s letter to Siegfried Sassoon when read alongside Catherine’s highly charged declaration of identity in her attachment to Heathcliff? What might the Governess of Henry James’s novella The Turn of the Screw have to say about Catherine Moreland’s naivety when roaming around Northanger Abbey?


While you can expect to find extracts from well-known Gothic writers, such as Ann Radcliffe, Bram Stoker, the Brontë sisters, Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu, Percy Shelley and John Keats, you will also find snippets from writers less likely to be included alongside them, such as Christopher Marlowe, Virginia Woolf, Jane Austen and George Eliot.


My Gothic Heart is arranged into eight sections, each denoting an aspect of what we might consider to be Gothic in feeling. The first section, ‘Into the dark I go and heed not where, so that I come again at last to thee’, explores the ways in which we are seeking to unite in, or return to, something akin to love. The second, ‘What’s this flesh?’, explores not only the limits on our bodies, but also the struggles we might endure within them. As Virginia Woolf put it in her novel The Waves, sometimes we ‘have to bang [our] head against some hard door to call [ourselves] back to the body.’ The third section, ‘Yet each man kills the thing he loves, by each let this be heard’, explores the extreme and often violent ways in which emotions are manifested through literature, an approach which, though not without its problems, is rooted in a desire to capture and conquer something, or someone. The extracts in the fourth, ‘There is nothing that art cannot express’, from Oscar Wilde’s novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, demonstrate to us art’s many capabilities. Fifth, ‘The Line of Beauty’; a short, aesthetic endeavour. Sixth, ‘A Dream of Death’ explores the Gothic’s obsession with life, death and everything that might come after. The seventh section, ‘Far safer, of a midnight meeting, external ghost’, from Emily Dickinson’s poem, posits that there are far scarier things than the ghosts we have been taught to fear. The eighth, ‘The earth is a tomb, the gaud sky a vault, we but walking corpses’, builds on the previous section to explore the clash between the worldly and the supernatural, that sometimes, these two planes intersect. Lastly, ‘More beautiful than moon or star’ shows us that there is beauty to be found even in the darkness of the world.


Inspired as I am by the literature herein, and having researched a large proportion of the poems and texts from my sickbed (a most fitting setting to be cosied up in bed with hot chocolate and Netflix), I have chosen to end this anthology with a poem written in the throes of compiling this book.


What do I take from this literature as a person living in the twenty-first century? All of these texts are certainly of their time: the dangerous tropes, the problematic assertions and lack of authentic representation; they are there to be interrogated and for us to take issue with. However, we still read them to this day, we understand these disturbing tales and our emotions continue to be stirred. The sentiment of Gothic literature and the heightened feelings explored within these literary works lives on, because love and death, worry and fear, misery and heartache: these are things that touch us and affect us all. These literary ghosts of the past haunt us. What do we want to say back?
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