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Teaching notes 

Gothic: radical or conservative? 

Pete Bunten 

For many people the Gothic is largely associated with sensational events and hyperbolic writing, 
where horror and terror are constantly in danger of toppling over into the absurd. Tony Cavender’s 
article (see pp. 16–19 of the magazine) demonstrates how Gothic novels also operate within the 
serious contexts of political and social thinking. These notes will explore some of the ideas in the 
article and suggest ways in which you might apply these ideas more widely to Gothic literature. 

Elements of the Gothic 
Cavender familiar elements of the Gothic within Burke’s description. Consider the degree to which 
these elements occur in other Gothic texts. 

The violation of a supposed place of safety 
This is exemplified by Duncan’s arrival at Macbeth’s castle, or Isabella’s trials in her husband’s house 
in The Changeling. 

The warning voice of a faithful servant 
This feature is again seen in The Changeling, if slightly debased, through the character of Lollio. Mr 
Utterson in Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde is hardly a servant but is certainly a warning voice. Basil Hallward 
has a similar narrative role in The Picture of Dorian Gray. 

The figure of the persecuted woman, at times rather salaciously described 
Many of the protagonists of Angela Carter’s stories in The Bloody Chamber come under this category, 
as do Lucy and Mina in rather different ways in Dracula. A further twist is provided in Northanger 
Abbey, where Catherine Morland becomes to some extent the victim of her own uncontrolled 
imagination. As the author of her own Gothic plot, she finds herself playing an ironically traditional role, 
later exposed as illusory. 

Respect for the noble and aristocratic 
The character of Dracula can be seen as exemplifying this attitude, but also as a representative of a 
decaying and corrupted aristocracy, out of place in the scientific world of the late nineteenth century 
and ultimately defeated by the growing powers of the bourgeoisie. Frankenstein also casts a critical 
eye on the pretensions of rank. The creature, in hiding, hears tales of ‘the division of human property; 
of rank, descent and noble blood’. Lord Henry Wotton in The Picture of Dorian Gray can hardly be 
described as a character likely to excite the reader’s respect. 

A significant nineteenth century text in these contexts is The Communist Manifesto (1848). Critics 
have pointed out its frequent use of Gothic motifs and imagery. It begins with the words ‘a spectre is 
haunting Europe’, claims that ‘the bourgeoisie produces its own grave-diggers’ and describes a world 
of predatory men and preyed-upon women: ‘Our bourgeois, not content with having the wives and 
daughters of their proletarians at their disposal, not to speak of common prostitutes, take the greatest 
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pleasure in seducing each other’s wives.’ Marx also talks of capital as ‘dead labour which vampire-like, 
lives only by sucking living labour’. 

To what extent do the Gothic texts you are studying subvert the political conventions suggested in 
Cavender’s article? Is the Gothic often more radical than conservative? 

Englishness 
Cavender suggests that English virtues (or what are seen as English virtues) are revealed in many 
eighteenth century gothic texts through contrast with foreign vices. Thus the eighteenth century Gothic 
could claim to represent and celebrate indigenous English culture. 

Is this true of Gothic texts from other periods? What is the significance of the settings of the sixteenth 
century plays The White Devil and The Changeling? 

Linked to the prevalence of racial stereotyping in eighteenth century Gothic novels is the concept of 
‘the other’, the outsider whose perceived difference establishes the means whereby groups and 
individuals can define themselves. 

How often in the Gothic texts that you have read is ‘the other’ recognisably foreign? How far, for 
instance, is this idea important in Bronte’s portrayal of Heathcliff, and what is the significance of the 
reactions of the other characters in Wuthering Heights to his perceived ‘otherness’? What is the 
narrative function within the novel of the other world from which Heathcliff first arrives and to which he 
returns? 

Travel 
The growth of foreign travel in the nineteenth century and the concept of the sublime had a powerful 
impact on the literature of that period. Cavender argues that travel in such novels as The Italian often 
provokes comfortable feelings of domestic superiority. How far is this attitude replicated in the texts 
you have read? How is the reader positioned by the various travels of Frankenstein and the creature?  
How useful is it to employ a psychoanalytic approach to explore the contrasting ideas of outer and 
inner journeys in such texts as The Pardoner’s Tale and The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde? 

Further reading 
As well as using the articles available from THE ENGLISH REVIEW Online Archive to extend your 
reading, you might like to look at: 

Books 
Groom, N. (2012) The Gothic: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford University Press. 

Stephens, D. (2000) The Gothic Tradition, Cambridge University Press. 

Online 
A short essay by Kate O'Connor from the University of Oxford’s Great Writers Inspire website: 
http://writersinspire.org/content/short-literary-history-vampires 

A site with links to reading notes by Professor Ian Campbell on The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr 
Hyde and a podcast by the crime writer Ian Rankin: 
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/resources/r/robertlouisstevenson/jekyllandhyde/introduction.asp 
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Online edition of The Communist Manifesto: http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/61/pg61.html 


