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ABSTRACT 

 

 

In this dissertation we undertake the task of contesting two claims in criticism of the 

genre of Gothic fiction: one is that the Gothic novel’s stylistic quality does not present 

an intrinsic value for the literary critic; the second, that characterization in the genre is a 

failed attempt at psychological depth and complexity. We contest these views by a 

detailed analysis that focuses on the genre’s linguistic form as it pertains to 

characterization. 

 The basis of our analysis is the reinterpretation of the genre’s definition as 

“formulaic”. Our position draws on studies of the formulaic that recognise its 

significance for the novels’ complex meaning and structure to shape an enquiry that 

moves from an analysis of the isolated linguistic formula to the motif, character and 

plot, in a progressive widening of scale than can ultimately lead to intertextual readings 

of both linguistic and thematic aspects of the novel. Our theoretical approach relies 

heavily on the field of chaotics, a term coined by N. Katherine Hayles meaning a 

“multi-disciplinary space” for the study of “the cultural and scientific implications of 

chaos.”
1
 Studying the Gothic novel as a chaotic deterministic system enables us to 

uncover the fractal structure of the texts and the genre as a whole, as well as the 

complex (what chaos theory would term “nonlinear”) constructions of meaning in 

characterization. The discussion will also be guided by an awareness of the liminality of 

the Gothic at these different scales, that is, the centrality of the threshold as its 

structuring principle, which imbues each level of analysis with qualities attributed to the 

                                                           
1 N. Katherine Hayles, “Enlightened Chaos”. Preface to Disrupted Patterns: On Chaos and Order 
in the Enlightenment. Eds. Theodore E.D. Braun and John Aloysius McCarthy. Amsterdam and 
Atlanta, GA: Rodopi, 2000, p.2. 
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limen: it is a source of instability but also of accumulation of meaning and creative 

power. Thus, the fruitfulness of an investigation that elaborates on Gothic fiction as a 

chaotic deterministic system would run parallel to, but also support, Manuel Aguirre’s 

claim that the Gothic is a liminal genre.
2
 

 We begin by delineating the theoretical approaches of formulaicity and chaotics, 

and explaining how meaning is created via recursive iteration. We then undertake in 

section 1 an analysis of formal features of characterization: the iteration of formulaic 

patterns and a rhetoric of binaries. In section two we suggest that the relationship of the 

Gothic genre with folktale and oral tradition gives rise to a liminal character, and we 

explore the ambiguities and paradoxes that the characterization of this liminal character 

produces as the complexity of the system grows with iteration at the level of motif and 

theme. In section three we draw from eighteenth-century theories of sympathy and 

affect, sensibility, and the sublime, in order to explore visual representations of feeling 

and the boundaries of the genre with drama and painting as we postulate the iteration of 

scenes and tableaux. We then go on to provide an account of the complexities of 

convention and the didactic purpose of the Gothic novel. An outline of iteration at the 

levels of episode, plot and character will enable us, finally, to enter the widest scale of 

analysis of Gothic fiction as a complex deterministic system, and to offer an overview 

of the genre’s recursive symmetries across different levels, and, in sum, its fractal 

structure.  

 

                                                           
2 See, for example, Aguirre’s “Narrative Structure, Liminality, Self-Similarity: The Case of Gothic 
Fiction,” in Gothic Horror: A Guide for Students and Readers, ed. Clive Bloom, 2nd ed. 
Palgrave/Macmillan: Houndmills, Basingstoke, pp. 226–47. 
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RESUMEN 

 

 

El objetivo de esta tesis es refutar dos críticas con respecto al género gótico inglés 

(1764-1820): una, que la calidad estilística de la novela gótica no posee un valor 

intrínseco para la crítica literaria; la segunda, que la caracterización en este género es un 

intento fallido de conferir al personaje complejidad y dimensión psicológica. Refutamos 

estas afirmaciones con un análisis pormenorizado de la forma del texto literario 

centrado en la caracterización del personaje. 

 La base de nuestro estudio es la reinterpretación de la definición de este género 

como “formulaico”. Nuestra postura se apoya en estudios de lo formulaico que 

reconocen la importancia de esta característica formal para la complejidad semántica y 

estructural de estas novelas, lo cual da forma a una investigación que va desde el 

análisis del patrón formulaico aislado a un análisis del motivo, del personaje, y del 

argumento. Esto supone un aumento progresivo de la –escala- de análisis que en última 

instancia nos permite llegar a una lectura de la intertextualidad de aspectos tanto 

lingüísticos como tématicos. Nuestro enfoque teórico se basa principalmente en el 

campo de la caótica¸ término acuñado por N. Katherine Hayles, el cual define un 

“espacio multidisciplinar” para el estudio de “las implicaciones culturales y científicas 

del caos.”
1
 Estudiar la novela gótica en cuanto que sistema caótico determinista nos da 

la oportunidad de descubrir la estructura fractal de los textos y del género en su 

conjunto, así como la complejidad (lo que la teoría del caos denominaría “no linealidad” 

del sistema) de las connotaciones en la caracterización. Así mismo, la discusión se 

                                                           
1
 N. Katherine Hayles, “Enlightened Chaos”. Preface to Disrupted Patterns: On Chaos and Order 

in the Enlightenment. Eds. Theodore E.D. Braun and John Aloysius McCarthy. Amsterdam and 
Atlanta, GA: Rodopi, 2000, p.2, traducción propia. 
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guiará por una percepción de la liminaridad del Gótico a distintas escalas, esto es, la 

centralidad del umbral como principio estructurador, el cual confiere cualidades propias 

del limen a cada uno de los niveles del análisis: los umbrales detectados se postulan así 

no sólo una fuente de inestabilidad sino también de acumulación positiva de significado 

y poder creativo. Así pues, los frutos de una investigación que desarrolle la definición 

del género gótico como sistema determinista caótico acompañaría, a la vez que apoyaría 

en sus argumentos, la teoría de Manuel Aguirre de que el Gótico es un género liminar.
2
 

 Empezaremos delineando los fundamentos teóricos de la formulaicidad y de la 

caótica, y explicaremos cómo se crea significado a través de la iteración y la 

recursividad. Después, en la sección 1, se llevará a cabo un análisis de los aspectos 

formales de la caracterización del personaje: la iteración de patrones formulaicos y la 

“retórica de binarios.” En la sección 2 proponemos que la relación del género gótico con 

el folclore y la tradición oral da lugar a un personaje liminar, y exploramos las 

ambigüedades y las paradojas que se producen en la caracterización de dicho personaje, 

las cuales se producen por el aumento de la complejidad del sistema a los niveles del 

motivo y el tema. En la tercera sección nos basamos en teorías dieciochescas del 

sentimentalismo moral, el gusto, la sensibilidad, y lo sublime, y postulamos que existe 

una iteración de las escenas y los tableaux, en un examen de las representaciones 

visuales del sentimiento y los límites del género con el teatro y el arte pictórico. 

Posteriormente nos centramos en la complejidad de la convención genérica y del  

propósito moralizante de la novela gótica. Un esquema de la iteración a los niveles del 

episodio, el argumento y el personaje nos llevará, por último, a la escala más general del 

análisis del gótico como sistema complejo: en dicha escala, ofrecemos una visión global 

                                                           
2 Véase, por ejemplo, Aguirre “Narrative Structure, Liminality, Self-Similarity: The Case of 
Gothic Fiction”, in A Place That Is Not A Place: Essays in Liminality and Text (ed. Isabel Soto). 
Madrid: The Gateway Press, 2000, pp. 133-151. 
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de las formas autosimilares en distintos niveles, y, por tanto, demostramos la estructura 

fractal del género. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Studies of eighteenth-century Gothic fiction that focus on the formal aspects of the genre are 

relatively scarce. Already at the time of their first publication, Gothic novels were marked 

for their formulaicity,
1
 their lack of originality, and, in many cases, their stylistic 

deficiencies. The general run of eighteenth-century criticism would save a chosen few 

Gothic novels from a sweeping disapproval that tended to harp on the novels’ morally 

corrupting themes and characters as much as on their repetitive and unimpressive style.  

 Already in the twentieth century, the impetus of criticism based on psychoanalytical 

studies of the genre encouraged a steady rise in the interest on the Gothic, and as a 

consequence, a revalorisation of its themes. An abundance of research—on the Gothic as a 

                                                           
1 Such criticism would typically take the shape of satirical “recipes” for a Gothic novel, like that 

found in the anonymous poem The Age (The Age; A Poem: Moral, Political and Metaphysical. With 

Illustrative Annotations. In Ten Books (London, 1810), pp. 209-10, which, however critical, does 

point out the caveat that it “must be acknowledged that something is required from the author’s 

judgment. Though the loom is prepared, none but the weaver can make the web” (p.210). The ones 

in the letters “On the New Method of Inculcating morality”, “Terrorist novel writing”, and “The 

Terrorist System of Novel-Writing” condemn the Gothic romance for, among other faults, its 

formulaicity or mechanistic composition, while ironically resorting to imitation themselves, not only 

in the titles of the last two, but also in their content and formulation (“On the New Method of 

Inculcating Morality” [Letter to the editor], in Walker’s Hibernian Magazine; Or, Compendium of 

Entertaining Knowledge (1798), pt. i, p.12, cited in Napier (1987: 30-1); “Terrorist Novel Writing”, 

Spirit of the Public Journals for 1797, I (London, 1798), pp.223-5; “The Terrorist System of Novel 

Writing”, Monthly Magazine, 4 (1797), p.103). Unlike the “recipe” in The Age, these did imply that 

anyone could produce a Gothic romance: “female readers” could, for example, follow the recipe to 

“compose two or three very pretty volumes” (“Terrorist Novel Writing”, p.229). For modern 

criticism that mentions formulaicity as a characteristic of the genre, see, for example, John 

Cawelti’s Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: Formula Stories as Art and Popular Culture. Chicago 

and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1977; Elisabeth R. Napier’s The Failure of Gothic: 

Problems of Disjunction in an Eighteenth-century Literary Form. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987; 

Janet Todd’s Sensibility: An Introduction. London and New York: Methuen, 1986; or Elizabeth 

MacAndrew’s The Gothic Tradition in Fiction. New York: Columbia University Press, 1979. 
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precursor of Romantic and Victorian anxieties on the self, on the novels’ politics of 

transgression, on changing female roles and nascent feminism—was produced, while the 

formal angle of the texts was still largely overlooked. An impression is left on the reader of 

some criticism, even, that it was in spite of its supposedly negligible language that Gothic 

fiction was reappraised. 

Two concepts seem to have survived from the history of criticism on the Gothic. One 

is that the stylistic value of the novels is too low to be worthy of study; the other is that, in 

several respects (particularly, and most importantly to our research, regarding 

characterization), the Gothic, as a genre that was born in the shadow of Walpole’s ostensive 

attempt at finding a form that straddled medieval romance and modern novel,
2
 strives and 

fails to realise the potentialities of depth and complexity that realist fiction could later fulfil.
3
 

In this dissertation we undertake the task of contesting these two claims by focusing on the 

genre’s most disregarded aspect in criticism: a detailed analysis of its linguistic form as it 

pertains to characterization.  

Formulaicity and repetition are inescapable terms when it comes to defining the 

Gothic genre: as a highly conventionalized form, it draws on stereotypical figures and 

situations to create its own field of reference. Its language, too, is highly repetitive, and the 

reader soon becomes familiar with standard turns of phrase like “a flood of tears” or “the 

sublimity of the scene.” The repetition of words or phrases is a pervasive feature of the 

language of Gothic fiction, which adds further complexity to the repetition of situations, 

                                                           
2 “It was an attempt to blend the two kinds of Romance, the ancient and the modern. In the former, 

all was imagination and improbability: in the latter, nature is always intended to be, and sometimes 

has been, copied with success.” Horace Walpole, The Castle of Otranto: A Gothic Story (1764) Ed. 

W.S. Lewis. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998. Preface to the second edition, 1765. 

3 See, notably, Elizabeth R. Napier’s The Failure of Gothic. 
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characters, plot turns, etc. that is also characteristic of it.
4
 Far from simply dismissing this 

use of language as a mere expression of an author’s “improvised” or unsophisticated style, 

we would like to take the opportunity that it offers to explore the building of meaning in 

these novels. 

Our thesis postulates that the Gothic novel employs iteration and formulaic 

construction to build meaning in complex ways, and that its high conventionalization is the 

result of this iterative system of composition, not of failure to comply with standards of 

original form. Albert B. Lord, in his book The Singer of Tales, already suggests that 

formulas can be productive of meaning, and not just “ossified clichés”.
5
 Allen W. Grove 

likewise argues that through repetition “meanings can be constructed and amplified”.
6
 

Grove’s application of chaos theory to literary analysis, which implies that meaning grows 

and becomes increasingly complex through each iteration of an element, concerns mainly 

formulas such as conventional motifs, names or situations in Gothic fiction, and despite the 

seeming divergences between his conception of “formulaic” and ours, his investigation on 

sexual politics in the Gothic has been an inspiration to tackle the challenges of iterative 

amplifications of meaning.  

Grove opens an innovative path in his study of the gothic genre, one where the 

concepts of unpredictability and complexity are intelligently applied to reader reception, and 

where the formulaicity of the genre lies at the heart of complex outcomes. Within the scope 

                                                           
4 We acknowledge that such formulaic composition is to be found in other genres that Gothic 
fiction is related with, particularly sentimental novels and sentimental drama. As we argue in 
section 2, there is a certain degree of hybridism and overlapping that justifies an exploration of the 
similarities and intertextual play between the formulaic constructions in these genres (although 
sadly that task cannot be accomplished in this study). 
5 Albert B. Lord, The Singer of Tales.1960.  2nd edition. Stephen Mitchell and Gregory Nagy, eds. 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000, p.4. 
6 Allen W. Grove, “Sexual Chaos: The Gothic ‘Formula’ and the Politics of Complexity.” In Disrupted 

Patterns: On Chaos and Order in the Enlightenment. Eds. Theodore E.D. Braun and John Aloysius 

McCarthy. Amsterdam and Atlanta, GA: Rodopi, 2000, p.115.  
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of an article, however, he cannot delve too deeply into how this complexity is constructed, 

that is, how formulaicity could be said to work in a genre that exhibits traits of a chaotic 

system. Similarly, Linda Bayer-Berenbaum deals with what she calls “unvaried repetition” 

in the Gothic,
7
 and even if she does not identify such a technique as formulaic 

composition—the fact that she terms the repetition as “unvaried” testifies to the fact that she 

is only concerned with certain words’ relative frequency—her analysis of Charles Maturin’s 

Melmoth the Wanderer (1820) does draw some interesting links between repetition and the 

suggestion of expansion and the eternal. More intriguingly, she hints at a ritual-like quality 

of repetition, as a “chant”, or a “pounding, relentless incantation”
8
 that invokes tension in an 

episode. Both in Grove’s and in Bayer-Berenbaum’s observations we detect the 

manifestation of a system, one where both the unpredictability of semiotic complexity and 

the ritualization of language can come together within the same frame. Our aim, therefore, is 

to show the development of that system characterizing it as a chaotic system, which works in 

a manner analogous to a mathematical function. This involves the recourse to concepts like 

chaos, fractals, self-similarity, and strange attractors, all of which are explained as they 

appear in relevant moments of our analysis. An outline of the overarching framework of 

chaos theory, however, must be given as an introduction. 

Chaos theory (scientifically, a branch of dynamical systems theory) is employed in a 

variety of disciplines to study phenomena that present a highly complex, unpredictable 

behaviour, such as meteorology, epidemiology, and nonlinear dynamics. Foreign to literary 

criticism as these systems may seem, the definitions of their shared features—namely, 

nonlinearity, complex forms with recursive symmetries, feedback mechanisms and 

                                                           
7 Linda Bayer-Berenbaum, The Gothic Imagination: Expansion in Gothic Literature and Art. London 
and Toronto: Associated University Presses, 1982, p.26. 
8 ibid.: 90. 
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sensitivity to initial conditions
9
—are useful to literary theory since, as N. Katherine Hayles 

has observed, “metaphoric parallels between the science of chaos and literary texts allow 

critics to treat these texts as if they were chaotic systems.”
10

 She goes even further in 

defining a “multi-disciplinary space” for “the study of the cultural and scientific 

implications of chaos”, which she terms chaotics.
11

  

Like Allen Grove, we consider that analysis of Gothic fiction can benefit from chaos 

theory in that it would offer a positive approach to its formulaic language and the 

predictability of its plot, usually deemed to be the negative aspects of a genre measured by 

standards that favour originality and realism: from the perspective of chaos theory, Grove 

tells us, we can “recast those same features as the very dimension that generates both a 

novel’s politics and its complexity.”
12

 Seen in this light, the construction of meaning through 

iteration becomes scale-dependent, which means that meaning and significance may vary 

greatly whether observed at the level of a sentence, a particular novel or a genre, and 

complex. To the literal meaning of complex as complicated, productive of confusion or 

paradox, we will add the mathematical denotations of nonlinearity and sensitivity to initial 

conditions, qualities which are closely related and characteristic of mathematical 

complexity: they both indicate that the growth of meaning is not proportional to the sum of 

its component elements, and therefore, that small changes in a variable give rise to 

disproportionate outcomes. 

                                                           
9 N. Katherine Hayles, Chaos Bound: Orderly Disorder in Contemporary Literature and Science. 

Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1990, pp. 11-15. All of these terms will be defined in 

the course of this introduction. 

10 Hayles, “Enlightened Chaos”. Preface to Disrupted Patterns: On Chaos and Order in the 
Enlightenment. Eds. Theodore E.D. Braun and John Aloysius McCarthy. Amsterdam and Atlanta, GA: 
Rodopi. 2000, p.2. 
11 ibid., original emphasis. 
12 Grove, op.cit.: 116. 
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As we have mentioned earlier, in his discussion of chaos theory approach to Gothic, 

Grove defends a definition of “formulaic” that departs from the reductionist recipe of motifs 

for a Gothic novel: he claims that repetitions of names or type characters, or even settings 

(he cites, for example, the all-pervasiveness of  Matildas, monks or nuns, and the ever-

present Gothic castle) accumulate connotations in their appearance across novels that enable 

complex intertextual dialogues.
13

 This view is entirely compatible with different strands of 

criticism that involve reader reception theories.
14

 The concept of iteration implies that the 

meaning of the iterated item will depend substantially on previous iterations: in a nonlinear 

system, the result of an iteration of the function is fed back into the system to condition 

subsequent iterations. Likewise, the repetition of formulas at different levels ensures that 

these acquire different connotations based on previous occurrences and frames of reference, 

whether within the text or within our own reading history. This is the quality of chaotic 

systems known as feedback mechanisms. 

This approach, then, warns us against oversimplifying by frustrating any attempts at 

predictability and rigid definition: like a nonlinear function that generates chaotic behaviour 

in Mathematics, we are confronted with results that are neither purely random (as they are 

obtained through a process we can understand and reproduce) nor merely deterministic and 

predictable, since the description of every condition in the system would require of us an 

infinite degree of detail. A function that presents this ambivalent growth is also very aptly—

if somewhat counterintuitively—termed a chaotic deterministic system. This entails that 

                                                           
13 Grove, op.cit., p.115-118. 
14 The possibilities of a dialogue between critical discourses is to us, in fact, one of the most 

fascinating openings offered by chaos theory, one to which Jo Alyson Parker makes reference in her 

study of narrative form and chaos theory, where she asserts that “[w]e can link the formalism of 

traditional narratology with the reader’s production of narrative meaning.” (Jo Alyson Parker, 

Narrative Form and Chaos Theory in Sterne, Proust, Woolf, and Faulkner. New York and Houndmills: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2007, p.2) 
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dealing with complexity means facing a space between order and disorder, which makes the 

liminalist approach we will take later on fully relevant (viz. section 2). In this space nothing 

can be fully understood: to do so we would need to handle maximum information, given the 

system’s sensitivity to initial conditions we alluded to earlier. In an extraordinarily prolific 

genre like Gothic fiction, moreover, new references and influences are discovered thanks to 

efforts in research in eighteenth-century bibliography, biography and reading practices. But 

the multiplicity of variables, frustrating as it may seem, makes features like repetition and 

iteration acquire connotations of productivity and many-sidedness: no longer devoid of 

meaning, repeated formulas convey a significant amount of information—they can be 

viewed as points in a network of meaning that is built intra- and inter-textually which is 

virtually inexhaustible. 

It could be argued that this approach proposes an extreme instability that would make 

meaning undecidable, by engaging with a scientific position included in what Lyotard calls 

“postmodern science”: a scientific pursuit where “supporting an argument means looking for 

a “paradox”“,
15

 ultimately “producing not the known, but the unknown.”
16

 While this 

describes fairly accurately the methods of analysis that chaos theory proposes, it 

nevertheless negates in a way the deterministic part of a chaotic deterministic system: it 

must be noted that “chaos” in chaos theory is not synonymous with a complete lack of order. 

In this study, therefore, we are neither trying to tease order out of chaos (understood as 

complete disorder and confusion), nor hint at an “unknowable truth” in irresolvable 

paradoxes, but to show the conditions that make of the Gothic genre a reservoir of meaning 

that grows in unpredictable ways, causing paradoxes and instabilities, that is, uncovering 

                                                           
15 Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. Tr. Geoff Bennington 
and Brian Massumi. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984 (La Condition Postmoderne: 
Rapport Sur le Savoir. Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1979), p. 54. 
16 ibid.:60. 
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those areas where “the unknown”, meaning an unpredictable or divergent outcome, presents 

itself.  

Our point of departure in this exploration of complexity in the genre is the concept of 

formulaicity in its simplest form, that is, the degree of iteration and its consequent 

construction of meaning in the very process of characterization. We will try to show how the 

level of language displays the same compositional technique and the same complex relations 

as the levels of character, motif or plot, thus bringing into light one of the features of the 

chaotic system: recursive symmetries, by which term we mean the replication of the model 

over different scales (we elaborate on this property below, in our definition of “fractality”). 

At the smallest scale observable, then, we will locate the formula or formulaic expression, 

an element that we consider to be very similar to the formula in oral epic poetry as described 

by Milman Parry in his study of Homeric style. As a fundamental basis to our study, then, 

we must refer to Albert B. Lord’s study of oral epic literature The Singer of Tales¸ which 

develops Parry’s theory applying it to Slavic epic songs. 

Despite the differences that can be found between oral epic songs and Gothic fiction, 

Lord’s theory and analysis can find their application in a study of a Gothic novel, 

particularly insofar as it can give insight into the aspect of linguistic repetition, while at the 

same time it enables us to relates this feature of the text to oral literature and folklore—an 

interrelation that we do not want to overlook, since formulaicity in the Gothic novel is to us, 

first and foremost, a compositional device. Another reason for adopting the concept of the 

formula instead of discussing the iteration of words is that the former accepts variation. The 

formula, defined by Parry as “a group of words which is regularly employed under the same 

metrical conditions to express a given essential idea,”
17

 is central to oral epic poetry because 

it becomes the basis for composition and performance: it is at the same time a fixed and an 

                                                           
17 Milman Parry, “Studies in the Epic Technique of Oral Verse-Making. I: Homer and Homeric Style,” 
Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, pp.41-80 (1930), quoted in Lord, op.cit.: 4. 
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extremely flexible object, whose paradigmatic dimension would not be present in a mere 

unvaried repetition of isolated words. Parry named a group of formulas in which only certain 

key words were subject to variation a system.
18

 Finally, the most flexible element would be 

the pattern, which Lord does not define explicitly, but which refers to the rhythmic or 

syllabic frame in which a formula can be inserted or created by analogy: “[a]lthough it may 

seem that the more important part of the singer’s training is the learning of formulas from 

other singers, I believe that the really significant element in the process is rather the setting 

up of various patterns that make adjustment of phrase and creation of phrases by analogy 

possible.”
19

 By considering a group of words that can function in this way, one would need 

to account for collocations and relationships between formulas within the system, which 

unavoidably involves handling concepts like substitution, variation, flexibility, complexity. 

Crucially, it allows for greater accuracy in the analysis than mere repetition, making it 

possible to distinguish nuances of meaning between, for instance, “she shed a flood of tears” 

and “a friendly flood of tears preserved her from fainting”, and places the focus not in the 

occurrence of a specific formula itself, but in the formulaic character of the system at large. 

An examination of the formulaic pattern, it follows, is more akin to theories of chaos than an 

analysis of repetitions of words in isolation.  

We present Lord’s terminology at length because of its influence and for the need to 

acknowledge the foundations of research on formulaic forms of composition. However, 

drawing on the oral-formulaic tradition, Manuel Aguirre has recently provided redefined 

tools of analysis to account for formulaic diction found specifically in the Gothic novel, in 

his study of Peter Teuthold’s The Necromancer (1794),
20

 one of the seven “horrid” novels in 

                                                           
18 Parry, L’Epithète traditionelle dans Homère, pp. 11-15, et passim, quoted in Lord, op.cit.: 35. 
19 Lord, op.cit.: 37. 
20 This novel is a loose translation of a German original, Der Geisterbanner—A Schauerroman, by 
Karl Friedrich Kahlert (1792). 
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Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey.
21

 Aguirre sees the necessity to make of the formulaic 

pattern a more flexible, open system than the formula and linguistic collocation, and 

establishes it as a “collocational system (...)[that] does not bind lexical items but lexical 

fields, and so not node-words but node-fields.”
22

 Unlike collocation, the formulaic pattern is 

“a poly-lexemic phenomenon”, and thus it binds (usually) more than two items, and its 

node-word is “open to expansion and replacement.”
23

 For example, his analysis shows us the 

constraints of a model restricted to the occurrence of formulas, which cannot account with 

the necessary precision for the complexity of a formula with the node “tranquillity”, and 

introduces a much more accurate model where the same construction is described as a 

formulaic pattern with a node-field that includes the terms “tranquillity”, “peace”, “ease” 

and “prosperity”.
24

 A feature of the formulaic pattern, it follows from his tabulation, is that 

“there are no constants” in it.
25

 We find similar formulaic patterns in the novels that 

constitute our corpus, such as formulaic patterns with the node-fields of “silence” and 

“gloom”, or those with node-fields of “gloom”, “evening”, and “twilight”. The paradigmatic 

nature of Parry’s “systems”, which conformed, for Albert B. Lord, a “superimposed”, 

“specialized poetic grammar”
26

 at the disposal of the epic singer, is in Aguirre’s model 

equally central: the field offers the possibility to choose, even in the position of the node, 

between words that have “relations of functional synonymy.”
27

 The added complexity of the 

                                                           
21 Manuel Aguirre, "The tranquillity of the Mansion: Fields and Formulaic Diction in a Gothic Novel", 
in Journal of Language, Literature and Culture, vol.62 no.3, December 2015, pp.141-156. 
22 ibid.: 153, original emphasis. 
23 ibid.  
24 ibid.: 148. 
25 ibid.:153. 
26 Lord, op.cit.: 36. 
27 Aguirre, op.cit.: 144. Although we identify clear examples of formulaic patterns in the texts 

analysed, we will not attempt to obtain a minute tabulation of each one of the iterated formulaic 

items that serve our thesis.  Such a detailed analysis would be incompatible with our broader aim of 

providing the reader with a wider vision of how formulaicity and complexity work at different scales 

in the genre. 
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scheme is entirely consistent with the network of meaning relations between lexical fields 

and supra-lexical fields, which ultimately suggests a fractal structure, as it “potentially 

affects all textual levels from the phonological to the semantic.”
28

  

Fractality, then, is the last concept borrowed from mathematics and chaos theory that 

it is necessary to present in this introduction. A fractal is a figure that can be created by 

plotting on a graph a certain type of mathematical function—among others, an iterated 

function system (whether chaotic or deterministic) will yield a fractal image when plotted 

graphically. The best-known quality of fractals, and the one necessary to complete our 

model of analysis, is self-similarity, that is, a similar structure or form discernible at 

different scales of observance. This is easily represented visually by “zooming” into a 

segment of the fractal figure (usually, and interestingly for our analogy, the border): the 

amplified image will present to us a similar pattern to the one we started with, ad infinitum. 

For self-similarity to be acknowledged, the pattern need not be exactly replicated, but it can 

present a similarity of form, of structure, or an approximation of the entire set at a smaller 

scale.
29

 We give an example of an iterative function that yields a fractal structure, known as 

the Koch curve, which illustrates its  self-similarity, in fig.1. 

 

Fig. 1. From top to bottom, progressive iterations of the 

Koch curve, which can be drawn dividing each segment in three 

and creating an equilateral triangle using the new middle segment 

as a base. 

Self-similarity can be easily perceived, as the koch curve 

between points A and B is the same as that between A’ and B’ in 

the next iteration. 

(Image created by User: Romero Schmidtke /Wikimedia 

Commons /CC-BY-SA-3.0) 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
 
28 ibid.: 153. 
29For a description of fractal objects, see Benoit B. Mandelbrot’s The Fractal Geometry of Nature. 
New York: W.H. Freeman and Co., 1982. Mandelbrot coined the term “fractal” and gives his name 
to arguably the most iconic, and most widely reproduced, fractal set: the Mandelbrot set. 
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Our enquiry aims at revealing some of the complex self-similar geometries of the 

genre, showing how the iteration of the formulaic pattern gives rise to complex networks of 

meaning (as Grove and Aguirre suggest). We thoroughly explore the paradoxes that are born 

of iteration and of extreme characterization, as if “zooming out”, to draw on our earlier 

visual metaphor, from an analysis of the isolated linguistic formula to the theme, in a 

progressive widening of scale than will lead to intertextual readings of both linguistic and 

thematic aspects of the novel. It is our intention to demonstrate that the pattern of iteration 

we observe is self-similar, that is, it displays similar structures of formulaic composition 

across scales, as well as scale-dependent, which, as we indicated earlier, means that it gains 

complexity and unpredictability depending on the scale of observance. Finally, we consider 

that this approach could be successfully tied to Manuel Aguirre’s explorations of the Gothic 

genre’s fractality and its liminal nature,
30

 which would prove that there can be noteworthy 

conclusions to be drawn from studies that treat the literary text as a linguistic corpus.  

The Gothic novels that conform the corpus of this study are Horace Walpole’s The 

Castle of Otranto (1764), plus five 1790’s novels: Ann Radcliffe’s A Sicilian Romance 

(1790), The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) and The Italian, or the Confessional of the Black 

Penitents (1797), Matthew Gregory Lewis’s The Monk (1796), and Eliza Parsons’s The 

Castle of Wolfenbach (1793). With this choice of texts we intend to pre-empt any possible 

criticism that formulaic language is to be found only in minor works, as these novels are part 

of a widely accepted literary canon of Gothic fiction, produced at the height of the genre’s 

popularity. From the novel that shaped most of its conventions, The Castle of Otranto, to 

arguably the most celebrated of them all, Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho, the 

formulaic composition that we describe reveals itself as a prominent feature of the novels 

                                                           
30 See Manuel Aguirre, “Narrative Structure, Liminality, Self-Similarity: The Case of Gothic Fiction,” 

in Gothic Horror: A Guide for Students and Readers, ed. Clive Bloom, 2nd ed. Houndmills, 

Basingstoke: Palgrave/Macmillan, 2007, pp. 226–47. 
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selected. Nor is it a compositional technique to be found only in early works of a particular 

writer, or in texts written by authors whose output was limited to a single novel— the 

analysis of three novels by Radcliffe proves that she relied on formulaic diction consistently 

throughout her career. 

The dissertation is structured into three sections. In section one we undertake an 

analysis of formal features of characterization in a novel by Eliza Parsons (The Castle of 

Wolfenbach, 1793) which will show the workings of this iterative formulaic system at the 

levels of the word and the formulaic pattern, as we dissect the characterization and roles of 

the female protagonist, and the discourse of manners and nationalistic pride in the 

characterization of male characters. The section concludes with an examination of Ann 

Radcliffe’s rhetoric in characterizations of her novel The Italian (1797) and its relationship 

to the formulaic nature of musical composition in the late eighteenth century, which will 

lead us to postulate that formulaic patterns in Ann Radcliffe’s diction can take the form of 

binary structures iterated at different levels of narration.  

Section two looks at the definition of characters on both sides of a line between virtue 

and vice that becomes less stable as the complexity of the system grows with iteration at the 

level of motif and theme. We suggest here that the relationship of the Gothic genre with 

folktale and oral tradition gives rise to a liminal character, which can be best described with 

the oxymoronic expression conventional uniqueness. We explore the ambiguities and 

paradoxes that the characterization of this liminal character produces. The ubiquitous theme 

of sensibility in the late eighteenth century, as well as other topoi like the correlation 

between beauty and inner virtue, is examined. The section is closed with a survey of 

displays of passion and intense feeling in the genre and their relationship with the 

sentimental tradition.  
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Section three offers an enquiry into the complexities of didacticism, and engages in a 

close analysis of sympathetic response and identification with the character on the part of 

other characters and on the part of the reader. By delving into eighteenth-century theories of 

sympathy and affect, sensibility, and the sublime, we explore visual representations of 

feeling and the boundaries of the genre with drama and painting in the iteration of scenes 

and tableaux. We then go on to provide an account of the complexities of convention and 

the didactic purpose of the Gothic novel. An outline of iteration at the levels of episode, plot 

and character will enable us, finally, to enter the widest scale of analysis of Gothic fiction as 

a complex deterministic system, and to offer an overview of the genre’s recursive 

symmetries across different levels, and, in sum, its fractal structure. The implications of this 

structure, as well as other possible levels of analysis of increased complexity, such as 

translation and influence from and on continental Gothic novels, are offered as a way of 

conclusion to the thesis.  

The International Seminar on Liminality and Text provided us with invaluable 

feedback on earlier versions of chapter 1, presented in Madrid, Spain (ISLT 6, 2012) as the 

communication “Complexity and Liminality: a Model of Characterization in Gothic 

Fiction”, and of chapter 2, presented as “An Analogy Between Gothic Fiction and Classic 

Music: Rhetoric and Iteration” in Tromsø, Norway (ISLT 7, 2014). We are also grateful to 

the insight of numerous Masters students at the English Department of Madrid Autónoma 

University who attended the Madrid Gothic Seminars, a project that run from 2010 to 2016, 

and in the course of which many ideas that have fed this thesis were presented and subjected 

to thought-provoking discussion. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

FORMULAICITY AND COMPLEXITY AT THE LEVEL OF THE WORD: 

THE CASE OF “AMIABLE” IN THE CASTLE OF WOLFENBACH 

 

 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, A German Story was Eliza Parsons’ first incursion into the 

genre of the Gothic novel, and it seems that it constituted at the time a successful blend 

of horror and sentimentality. Its title anticipated a story of Germanic horrors, and the 

novel indeed opens with the heroine, Matilda Weimar, arriving at an ancient castle in 

Germany in the midst of a thunderstorm; but, central as the Castle of Wolfenbach is to 

the unfolding of events, it is not the main setting of the novel. A contemporary reviewer 

of the book apprised the readers that they would see “the whole turn out to be a 

company of well-educated and well-bred people of fashion”.
1
 Indeed, when Matilda 

discovers that the supposedly haunted wing of the castle is in fact the dwelling of a 

mysterious lady and her attendant, she actually finds the door to high-class society in 

Paris. Matilda is encouraged by the lady to tell the story of her misfortunes: she then 

relates how, with the help of a faithful servant, Albert, she has fled her uncle’s house. 

Mr. Weimar, her uncle, is the only relative she has ever known, but she had no choice 

but to confront a life of orphanhood once she discovered that he was planning to defile 

her honour. The lady of the castle, known to Matilda simply as Victoria, offers to help 

her by writing to her sister in Paris. When Matilda arrives in Paris, she finds the 

protection of the countess’s sister, the Marchioness de Melfort, who informs her that the 

mysterious lady she has met in the castle is the Countess of Wolfenbach, the victim of 

                                                           
1 The British Critic, 1794:199. 
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her own story of abuse: she lives imprisoned in the castle, dead to the world except to 

her sister, due to the perverse machinations of her husband, the Count of Wolfenbach. 

Matilda will travel around Europe, either willingly or to escape danger, together 

with “a company of well-bred people of fashion”. Indeed, as the aforementioned critic 

noted, a considerable part of the narrative is occupied by the conversations and 

entertainments of a group of high-class friends, a “family party”, as it is sometimes 

called (pp. 60, 81). After numerous adventures, which demonstrate to the reader and to 

Matilda’s company that, despite her humble origins and orphaned situation, she is 

exceptionally virtuous and deserving of the utmost respect, Matilda discovers her noble 

origins: her uncle confesses that he killed her father, the Count Berniti, to usurp his title, 

and that her mother is still alive. Meanwhile, the Countess of Wolfenbach lives a 

parallel situation, where the count confesses his crimes in his deathbed, and allows the 

countess to regain her title, her fortune and her son. The two women’s misfortunes end 

with two happy marriages, as the Countess of Wolfenbach marries the Englishman Lord 

Delby and Matilda receives her mother’s consent to marry the Count of Bouville. 

This summary of the plot enables us to corroborate the assertion we made earlier 

that the castle, the quintessential setting of Gothic novels, is not the main scene in The 

Castle of Wolfenbach. The 1794 review to which we alluded at the beginning already 

called attention to the anticipation of a whole set of motifs and episodes generated by 

the title and the opening of the story: “This novel is opened with all the romantic spirit 

of the Castle of Otranto [sic], and the reader is led to expect a tale of other times, 

fraught with enchantments, and spells impending from every page.”
2
 The reader finds 

that the castle is destroyed early in the first volume of the novel, only to reappear as the 

site of the torture and imprisonment of the Countess of Wolfenbach in the relation of 

                                                           
2 ibid., author’s emphasis. 
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her misfortunes. It becomes essential to the story of Matilda inasmuch as it represents 

her passage to the world of high-class society, thanks to its secret inhabitant’s 

recommendation. Once there, the attention will turn to Matilda’s life with the Countess’ 

family, and much of the tension and suspense of the novel, at least in what concerns 

Matilda’s narrative thread, will arise from the menace of her being separated from the 

“company of well-educated people of fashion” rather than from any apparitions or 

spectres in the castle. Notwithstanding this shift of focus, the novel is not lacking in 

cliché situations, characteristic both of Gothic fiction and of the sentimental novel: 

tears, fainting fits, equivocal letters, confessions of past crimes, and such devices as 

have been termed the “ingredients” of the recipe for a Gothic novel.
3
 It is in this sense 

of repetitiveness, of a combination of motifs and themes, that the appellation 

“formulaic” has often been employed to refer to the Gothic novel. Little has been said, 

however, of Gothic fiction as a formulaic genre from the point of view of language. 

With our study of characterization in a selection of Gothic novels, which begins with an 

enquiry into the language of The Castle of Wolfenbach, we intend to help fill that gap in 

the criticism of the genre. All references are to our 2009 edition of the novel.
4
 

The heroine of the novel, Matilda, is described as “amiable” on no less than 12 

occasions, and she is not the only character to possess that quality, since 14 other 

characters are endowed with it. Young people are “accomplished”, and display their 

“polished manners”, whereas villains are “envious”, “malicious” or have “a malignant 

heart”, and so the depiction of character in the novel seems to be built by a number of 

combinations of a set of features. We will argue that the recurrence of these short 

delineations of character aims at encompassing larger sets of connotations, thus 

                                                           
3 Clery 2005:147. 
4 Eliza Parsons (1793) The Castle of Wolfenbach, A German Story. Beatriz Sánchez (ed.) Madrid: 
The Gateway Press (The Northanger Library Project, 2009. Accessible at 
http://www.northangerlibrary.com/nlproject.html) 
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constructing meaning by each iteration throughout the novel by a cumulative effect. As 

a result, when young Frederic is introduced to Matilda at the end of the novel, his 

characterization as a man with an “elegant form and polished manners” (p.127) evokes a 

whole range of “elegant” and “polished” individuals whose image and behaviour will 

add meaning to the brief portrait of Frederic. This does not mean that the first 

descriptions in the novel are devoid of meaning, and that this is only to be built as the 

novel advances: it is impossible to tabulate the exact occasions on which a given 

expression acquired all its connotations, since that would eliminate the very complexity 

that the system evinces. In the same sense as the name Matilda already summons up the 

mental picture of other Gothic and sentimental heroines
5
 which can even serve to 

predict, at least, part of her fate as the heroine of the novel, so the use of a specific word 

or expression carries with it elements and connotations accumulated through its use in 

other contexts (be it an intratextual or an intertextual construction of meaning). To 

return to Grove’s explanation of chaos theory, “[c]haos shows that the interaction of 

components on one scale can lead to complex global behaviour on a larger scale that 

cannot be calculated from a knowledge of the individual components”.
6
 Similarly, we 

could argue that an understanding of the novel that accounts for its complexity should 

be engaged not only with consideration of larger scales, such as major themes, genres or 

historical contexts, but also with the construction of meaning within the finer scales of 

the language of the novel itself: semantic fields, formulaic patterns or even the 

recurrence of isolated words. 

                                                           
5 From the virtuous daughter of Manfred in The Castle of Otranto (1764) to the tempting 
demon in The Monk (1796), we find, to name just a few, the Lady Matilda in The Recess by 
Sophia Lee, the Countess Matilda in The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne (1799), the heroine of 
Elizabeth Inchbald’s A Simple Story (1791), or the heroines of numerous lesser known titles 
such as George Moor’s Grasville Abbey (1793-7), or Matilda and Elizabeth: A Novel (1796), as 
well as those in countless short stories like Courtney Castle; or, the Robbers’ Cavern. 
6 Grove 2000:115-116. 
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The depiction of character is one of the aspects that present a larger proportion of 

formulaic expressions: three people are described as “accomplished” at least once, there 

is a reference to the “elegant form” or “manners” of six other characters, whereas the 

word “amiable” is employed to allude to 15 people, although it is the heroine who 

appears as the epitome of the amiable woman: this last adjective is used to refer to her 

so often that “the amiable girl” becomes almost equivalent to “Matilda”. Very generally, 

“amiable” seems to stand, at a first level, for “virtuous” or “praiseworthy” (although, as 

we will see later, there are some differences in the connotations that it can call forth 

when applied to women or men). The word acquires this meaning to the greatest extent 

through its reiterative attachment to the character of Matilda: her behaviour and her 

words enable the reader to understand the meaning of the Count’s compliment “I know 

you (…) for the most amiable of your sex” (p.77) as a recognition of her many virtues 

(and almost as nothing short of a declaration of love, as we will later see). Once we 

become acquainted with Matilda’s stance, our expectations as to the virtuous attributes 

of a Matilda are fulfilled and absorbed by the adjective that most often describes her, a 

process which is the effect of a consistent repetition. The name Matilda is replaced by a 

phrase containing the word “amiable” a total of 8 times: “an amiable companion” 

(p.28), “this amiable girl” (p.55), “an amiable young woman” (p.75), “my amiable 

protegée” (p.80), “the amiable girl” (p.82), “an amiable girl” (p.120), “[a]miable, good 

young people!” (referring to the Count and Matilda, p. 131), “an amiable woman” 

(p.133), and this adjective accompanies the name Matilda three times in the construction 

“the amiable Matilda” (pp.87, 92, 120). 

As the plot advances, new characters are introduced, and a more complex 

interchange of meaning is allowed. Thus, we observe how every character that becomes 

a member of the party of friends of Matilda is at some point described with a formulaic 
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expression containing “amiable”, and so is every person who is to be understood either 

as a helper of Matilda (the marchioness, the countess, Mother Magdalene) or as a victim 

of tyranny (Matilda’s father). Thus, at the same time as part of Matilda’s traits can be 

transposed to Mademoiselle de Bancre, or the Count of Bouville, the personalities of 

those characters defined as “amiable” also contribute to amplify the meaning that the 

adjective has.  

The first account of the count’s personality is made upon his first appearance in 

the novel, a conventional first meeting between the heroine and her husband-to-be in 

which the reader is regaled with a full description of the virtues of both. The first 

impression recounted, however, is Matilda’s, whose uncommon penetration proves to 

be infallible when it comes to discerning a character’s worth (except her own, as we will 

see in chapter 3). Just in case, the narrator sanctions her judgement by adding an 

opportune commentary between brackets, when explaining that she “thought him (with 

justice) the most amiable man she had ever seen” (p.36, our emphasis).  

By means of a persistent adjoining of formulaic constructions with the word 

“amiable”, the count becomes identified with “an amiable man”, in the same way as 

Matilda is thoroughly identified with the virtues that “amiable” comprehends. Here, we 

have to widen our scope to observe how, on a larger scale of genre, the word is 

endowed with a sense of “marriageable”, given that the typical roles represented by 

Matilda and the count, as well as their predictable marriage at the end of the novel, act 

as a powerful referent for the word. At this point, two factors are central to apprehend 

the “global complex behaviour on a larger scale”
7
 to which we referred earlier, and 

which this change of scale evidences: first, a two-way flux of connotations when the 

character is sufficiently stereotypical, which could be said to be at work in a highly 

                                                           
7 ibid. 
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conventional genre like this. That very stereotypical feature of the characters enables us 

to attribute to them certain characteristics, as well as spheres of action and narrative 

functions (in this case, we can safely predict that Matilda and the count will fall in love 

and get married in the end against all odds). Thus, the attribution of connotations of 

“marriageable” to the adjective “amiable” by virtue of our anticipation of the heroine’s 

marriage leads us to regard the words employed for characterization as permeable 

elements, which can gather connotations from the figures they depict and not 

exclusively vice-versa.  

A second premise that we must bear in mind when dealing with complexity, 

closely linked to the first, is that the intertextual associations are inextricable from the 

process of iteration, even though what we are now analysing in detail is its intratextual 

domain. Finally, we observe that for this bidirectional system of connotations to operate 

we must consider a genre with a significant degree of convention, which can allow for 

typical characters, recognisable across texts; that is, the stereotypical Matilda or count, 

and the typical plot turns that we associate with them, can only be nodes in this network 

of meaning insofar as our appreciation of the convention will allow. Although the 

influence of plot predictability and narrative function on characterization, as well as the 

more strictly intertextual associations and the conventionalization of characters, motifs, 

and plots, will occupy us in following sections, we must briefly digress at this point to 

specify the methodological approach that we have chosen and the implications it has for 

our future references to conventions. 

We will try to assume here a standpoint as neutral as possible, neither 

presupposing, as we warned before, that meaning is originated in the first occurrence 

that we analyse in a given text, nor taking a strictly historicist stance that positions these 

novels (the selection that serves as a corpus for this study was written in the 1790’s) vis-
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à-vis the evolution of the Gothic in the preceding decades.
8
 Rather, we will bear in mind 

that each reader’s subjective reception will inevitably be framed (among other cognitive 

conditions) by his or her familiarity with other works, and even of the generic 

boundaries within which it is inscribed. A work, however new, “does not present itself 

(...) in an informational vacuum”, in Jauss’s words. At the heart of a literary text’s 

appreciation lies the way in which its beginning arouses the reader’s “expectations for 

the middle and end”, and the manner in which they are “maintained intact or altered, 

reoriented, or even fulfilled ironically.”
9
 This was, after all, the core of the review of 

Wolfenbach in the British Critic that we quoted at the opening of this chapter. That 

review also hints at a general conception of the genre as a repository of novels that will 

tend to maintain the expectations unaltered, inscribed within familiar delineations of 

these particular generic conventions.
10

 In our analyses of formulaic constructions, 

therefore, we must refer to contemporary meanings of the iterated words or concepts, 

                                                           
8 This is not so much a deliberate choice as a consequence of the limitations of the scope of 
this research: if it is our priority to demonstrate the ways in which formulaic diction functions 
as a chaotic deterministic system, the focus must be maintained primarily on interpretations of 
these texts, with intertextual associations being tackled in the final part of the thesis. A study 
of how this corpus of novels (and any possible generalizations, to 1790’s Gothic fiction, for 
example) relates, in its uses of formulaic diction, to the full corpus of the genre, past and 
future, would be a natural extension of this study, since it would constitute a wider scale of 
analysis of the system. 
9 Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception (tr. Timothy Bahti). Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1982, p.23. 
10 This is a plausible inference, yet a more exhaustive study of contemporary reception of the 
Gothic would be needed in order to situate these novels across the spectrum of aesthetic 
reception (again, an exercise of historicist interpretation that would complement this study 
but which deserves to be tackled separately). It would be interesting to either confirm or 
challenge the notion that Gothic fiction fell within the sphere of mere “entertainment”, the 
extreme where familiar expectation is not challenged at all. This is what Jauss denominated 
entertainment or “culinary” art (Unterhaltungskunst), a type of work that “satisfies the desire 
for the reproduction of the familiarly beautiful; confirms familiar sentiments; sanctions wishful 
notions; makes unusual experiences enjoyable as “sensations”; or even raises moral problems, 
but only to “solve” them in an edifying manner as predecided questions.” The challenge of the 
critic would lie in distinguishing this readerly expectation from the possibility that the novelty 
of a novel may have, over time, “become self-evident and [may have] itself entered into the 
horizon of future aesthetic experience, as a henceforth familiar expectation.” (ibid.: 25) For the 
modern reader, Jauss warns us, works may appear more conventional than they originally 
were received as. 
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focusing mostly on the iterative process whereby those meanings are enriched and 

expanded, often to provide the character with paradoxical traits, the paradox being a 

symptom of the chaotic (i.e. unpredictable and ungovernable) growth of meaning that 

iterative systems engender. This implies that we will allude to the convention as the 

background against which these meanings are received, but also as a space that is 

susceptible of alteration and reshaping—one which is indeed rearranged by the chaotic 

growth of meaning that the iteration of formulaic construction enables, as the new 

meanings are incorporated into the expectations of the reader. This is the meaning that 

we have assigned to the process of “conventionalization.” 

To return to the attribution of meaning “marriageable” to characters referred to as 

“amiable”, as the adjective is echoed within the same text, we must note that Matilda 

never uses the adjective “amiable” to distinguish any male character other than the 

count, whereas the narrator expands the web of meaning by attaching that word to the 

rest of virtuous men in the novel. Thus, the son to the Marquis of Clermont, introduced 

as the future husband of Adelaide de Bouville, is solely described as “an amiable and 

accomplished young man” (p.29); the only reasons we know that allow the marquis to 

obtain the marchioness’ hand are his “amiable character” and “his very large fortune” 

(p.31); and the countess’ frustrated lover, the Chevalier de Montreville, deserves the 

appellation of “one of the most amiable men in the world” (p.31). In spite of the fact 

that he does not marry the countess, his worth as a man capable of ensuring her 

happiness is secured in the first place by the contrast to Count Wolfenbach, who “kills” 

all the chances of a happy marriage for her by actually murdering the man she loves, 

even though he had effectively eliminated those chances by making her his wife. On the 

level of language, the chevalier’s quality as a good husband had already been expressed 

through his definition as an amiable man. To make the happy ending of the novel 
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complete, the countess finds a second chance to love and be loved in her marriage with 

Lord Delby, appropriately defined by herself as “one of the most amiable men I ever 

knew” (p.63). Finally, Matilda’s father shares with the chevalier an untimely end at the 

hands of a jealous man, and as a model of virtuous victim, he is said to have “every 

good and amiable quality that could dignify human nature” (p.111).  

The difference in connotation that the adjective shows when referring to men or 

women deserves careful examination. While it is consistently used as a brief (but sure) 

indicator of a good husband (either realized or not) for men, it seems to be assimilated 

to a more general quality of virtue when applied to women. As we mentioned above, 

practically every woman who behaves as a friend or helper to Matilda instantly qualifies 

as “amiable”: Mademoiselle de Bancre, the marchioness, the countess, Mother St. 

Magdalene, the captain’s wife or Mrs. Courtney are some examples (although the case 

of Mrs. Courtney, one of the few where personality appears to be subject to change, is 

slightly more complex, as we will see later). The formulaic pattern is more rigid when 

referring to these characters, confining itself to a mere “my amiable friend”, “my 

amiable preserver”, or simply “an amiable woman”. When referring to Matilda, 

however, the word seems to retain its connotations to define her as marriageable, both 

through a more flexible set of collocations and through the immediate context of the 

expression: the marquis uses it to justify his great love for her (“she has every amiable 

quality, joined to an excellent understanding, that can adorn a human being”, p.73), 

whereas the count uses it to establish her superiority over the rest of women, and to 

justify his desire to marry her; thus, he asserts that she “is as much superior to [other 

women] in every amiable quality of the mind, as she is in the beauty of her person” 

(p.56), and confesses to the marquis that “with the Marchioness’s protegée, as you call 

her, [he] should be the happiest of men: (…) she has more than beauty—she has a soul; 
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she has those virtues, those amiable qualities, which must render any man happy” 

(p.73). This prepares the reader to understand the words he addresses shortly afterwards 

to her as a downright declaration of love: “‘You know me then for an unhappy deserted 

orphan?’ (said she, blushing and mortified.) ‘I know you (replied he, eagerly) for the 

most amiable of your sex’” (p.77). In Matilda’s own words, the count could one day “be 

united to an amiable woman, deserving and possessing his affection” (p.87): if one 

adjective only must be chosen to define the woman who is worthy of his heart, the most 

satisfactory seems to be “amiable”. 

An analysis of the formulaic pattern when referred to men reinforces the 

hypothesis that “amiable” is used as a by-word for a suitable husband and as a 

descriptor for the ideal of the educated man. Monsieur de Clermont is “an amiable and 

accomplished young man” (p. 29), a sufficient description to confirm his right as a 

worthy fiancé; the marchioness tries to convince Matilda’s mother to let her daughter 

marry the count by glossing over “his merit and amiable disposition” (p.131). Matilda’s 

mother, on her part, finds an obstacle in the fact that their marriage would separate her 

from her long-lost daughter, while she acknowledges in the count’s favour that he is 

“good and amiable” (p.131). When the count first meets the party of friends in England, 

we are told that the traits of his character that engaged “every one who had taste and 

discernment” were “[h]is amiable person, his polished manners, and enchanting 

vivacity” (p.72). As we can observe from the variations on the formula, the word 

“amiable” is coupled with signs of virtue and kindness (“good and amiable”, “his merit 

and amiable disposition”) as well as with attributes that allude to the character’s 

education (“an amiable and accomplished young man”, “his amiable person, his 

polished manners”).  
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The refinement of meaning that this coupling allows seems to suggest the 

centrality of politeness when it comes to accounting for the character’s suitability as a 

husband: the polite character of the count must be stated explicitly in order to complete 

his characterization as the perfect husband-to-be (and, as we will see, he has to be 

perfect to fit the stereotype accurately). The only character that could possibly match up 

to him is Frederic, the countess’ son, who makes his appearance at the very end of the 

novel. He finds himself at a disadvantage with the count because of his youth, the only 

aspect which “prevented him from being a formidable rival” for the love, and therefore 

the hand, of Matilda (p.134). This boy is first seen as “a tall elegant youth” (p.117), who 

appears to have profited greatly from the education he has been given. Matilda’s 

impression almost redeems his late father’s crimes, as she finds that “his elegant form 

and polished manners, in some measure, reconciled her to his late father, for having 

done his son so much justice in his education” (p.127). The expression of the family’s 

opinion, the conclusive “[e]very one was charmed with him” (p.127), gives the finishing 

touch to a description that echoes the impression made by the Count upon his arrival in 

England: “[h]is amiable person, his polished manners, and enchanting vivacity, could 

not fail of engaging the esteem of every one who had taste and discernment” (p.72). A 

slight variation on the formula is found in the relation of Mrs. Courtney’s infatuation 

with the count: while it is true that her passion for him was increased by closeness and 

jealousy, the effect that his elegance has upon first acquaintance is confirmed when we 

are later told that “from the first moment she beheld the Count, [she] was charmed with 

his person and manners” (p.88).  

Elegance and manners, as well as intelligence (suggested by the ubiquitous 

“understanding”) are also highly valued in a woman,
11

 as the count’s final determination 

                                                           
11 We will expand on the heroine’s “understanding” in section 2. 
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to marry Matilda makes clear: “he had so many opportunities of admiring her strong 

understanding and polished manners, that his affection was insensibly engaged beyond 

all power of resistance, and he determined to brave the censures of the world, and marry 

her, if he could obtain her heart” (p.78). But in the case of a man, and especially if he is 

French, a thorough report on his education is called for: 

 

The Count De Bouville was indeed deserving of approbation: he had all the 

elegance of French manners, without their frivolities, an excellent 

understanding, and a desire of improving it induced him to visit England, 

after his tour through Italy and Germany ; he had gained knowledge from 

the different manners and customs of each nation, and returned a truly 

accomplished young man, with much good sense and polished manners, a 

strict integrity of heart, and the highest sense of duty and love for his mother 

and sister.  

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.36 

 

 

Thanks to this minute description we understand why Matilda was “uncommonly 

struck” by the Count (p.36). He certainly is an extraordinary man, not only thanks to the 

connotations of good sense, integrity, and a sense of duty that collocation assigns to the 

“truly accomplished man”, but also because he steps out of the stereotype of the 

frivolous, effeminate French, to become an unimpeachable model of a polite gentleman. 

From the mid-eighteenth century, the prevailing discourse on men’s education in 

England warned against the dangers of a strict imitation of French manners, which were 

increasingly associated with effeminacy and affectation, as opposed to the masculinity 

and sincerity of English straightforwardness. Furthermore, the youth that sets on his 

travels without the necessary maturity to grasp the essence of polite manners, risks 

becoming eventually a “fop”, a superficial gallant without inner virtues to support his 

polite appearance,
12

 hence the need to qualify the adjective and dub the count “a truly 

                                                           
12 See Michèle Cohen, Fashioning Masculinity: National Identity and Language in the 
Eighteenth Century. London and New York: Routledge, 1996, ch.2 “The English gentleman and 
his tongue”. Although Cohen points out that the “fop” “appears to be a category referring to a 
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accomplished man”.
 

Consequently, any reference to manners, and particularly to 

“polished manners”, must be carefully elaborated to dismiss the implications that being 

“too French” could evoke.  

When presenting a Frenchman as a model of polite gentleman in the novel, 

Parsons does not attempt to challenge the French stereotype; on the contrary, she tries to 

“Englishize” the count as much as possible. His Grand Tour, and the benefit he derives 

from it, serve as an example for Englishmen travelling to France rather than for 

Frenchmen travelling around Europe. The centrality of “manners”, properly qualified, is 

illustrated by the three instances of this word in the passage: the count retains the 

essence of his “French manners, without their frivolities”, opens his mind to the uses of 

other countries, in learning “from the different manners and customs of each nation”, 

and his “polished manners” are coupled to a stock of “good sense” that will keep him 

far from the dangers of superfluous foppery. The seat of reason is established in 

England, where he travels to improve his already “excellent understanding”. This trip 

will appear as a crucial experience to the shaping of his character, and it is generally 

seen as beneficial to his accomplishment; however, from the point of view of the French 

he could be incurring in a faux pas when he displays his more English ways. When he 

meets the lady who has spread malicious rumours about Matilda throughout the high 

society in Paris, Mme. de Fontelle, he does not attempt to hide his displeasure at seeing 

her, nor does he miss the opportunity to recriminate her for slandering Matilda: 

 

“Perhaps, madam, had I known your intended visit, I might have been 

elsewhere.” “Very polite, upon my word, (said she, colouring deeply;) your 

brother, my dear Bouville, has acquired the English roughness of manners, 

by his tour to that country.” “I hope, madam, (replied he, significantly) I 

                                                                                                                                                                          
number of meanings,” she does explain quite thoroughly his two most prominent features: his 
exhibition of “Frenchified manners and language”, and his effeminacy, produced by an 
excessive fondness for the company of women. These two traits characterized the fop as the 
antithesis of the English gentleman (ibid.:38). 
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have acquired the sincerity of that nation, at least, to speak as I think; and as 

a proof of it, were you not my sister’s guest, I should be free enough to say, 

I so much detest the fabricators of scandal, that I heartily rejoice when they 

are mortified. 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, pp.55-6 

 

 

Despite Mme. de Fontelle’s protest against the count’s “roughness of manners”, 

which she later considers downright insulting (“Your brother has cruelly insulted me” 

(p.56), she protests to Mme. de Bouville once the count takes his leave), the sympathy 

for Matilda and the difference of perspective that separates “roughness of manners” 

from “sincerity”, exonerates the count from his impolite behaviour. The transgression of 

rules in favour of justice is observed also in the character of Vivaldi, the male 

protagonist of Ann Radcliffe’s The Italian.
13

 In an episode that we will examine more 

carefully in chapter 7 for its implications on moral instruction, Vivaldi confronts his 

father, the Marchese di Vivaldi, to defend the innocence of Ellena against slandering 

comments. His father, instead of giving credit to Vivaldi’s account of Ellena’s 

innocence, refuses to believe in her virtue and exerts his authority to stop Vivaldi from 

marrying her. The parallels with the count’s reaction in Wolfenbach are evident: the 

Count de Bouville stands up against a system of dissimulation and cordiality that hides 

a disengagement with social issues, and Vivaldi rises against an outmoded patriarchal 

authority. Both are on the side of innocent virtue, whereas the Parisian society that 

blindly believes in the false rumours about Matilda and the Marchese di Vivaldi are 

                                                           
13 It is often remarked that the Gothic novel upholds conservative values while it presents 
subversive attitudes to them. What we perceive (and will explore more thoroughly, especially 
in chapter 2.5.) is the tendency to play with the boundaries of vice and virtue, displaying a 
“paradoxical morality” (The Italian, ch.2) that is resolved by the effect of sympathetic 
identification with victimized characters, which invites the reader to exercise benevolence—a 
training in social virtues that mirrors that of the fictional characters (viz. chapter 6 on 
sympathetic identification.) 
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eager to obliterate the oppressed at the least suggestion of their inadequacy to belong to 

a high society. 

The alignment of the count and Vivaldi with the courage to champion the 

oppressed makes of the value of “roughness of manners” a virtuous quality that is not 

only closer to English “sincerity”, but to a love of justice that the Count has already 

defined as typically English in his long description of that nation’s character. The 

English are inherently good and sociable (“they are naturally brave, friendly, and 

benevolent” (p.38), no doubt the ideal to which the count aspires), and above all, they 

are distinguished by their just laws:  

 

[T]heir personal safety is secured by the laws; no man can be punished for 

an imaginary crime, they have fair trials, confront their accusers, can even 

object to a partial jury; in short, as far as human judgment admits these can 

be deemed infallible. Very few, if any, suffer but for actual crimes, adduced 

from the clearest proofs. 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.38 

 

The English are thus safe in a society that supports brave undertakings like the 

count’s, because their laws and judicial processes are characterized by the objectivity 

(and infallibility) of evidence, precisely what is denied Matilda to confront the 

defamation that Mme de Fontelle has initiated.
14

 In England, it is suggested, the count’s 

behaviour would have been more acceptable. Given the identification of the English 
                                                           
14 England can also offer her protection against her uncle’s pretensions, since, as Mrs. 

Courtney reassures her, “here are no lettres de-cachet, the laws will protect you from injury 

(...) in England no violence can be offered to you in any shape.” (p.71) The lettre de cachet, 

which translates as “letter of the sign [or signet]”, the instrument that Mr. Weimar uses to 

attempt to force Matilda to return to his custody, was a letter signed by the king and 

countersigned by a secretary of state and used mainly to authorize someone’s imprisonment.  

As we pointed out in the notes to the novel, “they were so extensively used that the 

complaints against them became part of the list of grievances presented to the Estates-

General of 1789. (...) As the novel goes on, the contrast between freedom in England and 

oppression in France becomes sharper, the lettre de cachet ultimately symbolizing the tyranny 

of absolutist monarchy, on the side of the villain, Mr. Weimar.” (Sánchez 2009:140) 
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character with rightfulness (a consistent theme throughout the novel), the phrase 

“English roughness of manners”, in the voice of a French woman, disambiguates the 

virtuous nature of the Count de Bouville’s uncouth reply for a reader that recognizes 

him or herself not only in the count’s views on justice, but also in his English 

sympathies.
15

 What is implied, then, is both a critique of cowardice against injustice as 

much as of the prevalence of appearances over sincerity that the stereotypical French 

character incarnates; and a resulting superiority of social engagement over egotistical 

individuality. The virtuous Gothic male character thus embodies a social self that is 

quintessentially English in his love of justice and defence of the distressed, and 

consequently the reader, in identifying with him, can equally represent that ideal. 

This altruistic attitude, however, was not without drawbacks in the larger context 

of manners and the more encompassing discourse of “politeness”, a standard of proper 

behaviour that, as Lawrence E. Klein notes in his readings of Shaftesbury’s polite 

philosophy, possessed a wide range of meanings, and was particularly complex in its 

psychological dimension.
16

 The downside for characters like the count would be, 

according to Klein’s interpretation, a “disturbed moral peace drawing one’s resources 

away from the interior domain of control”.
17

 Such loss of control is one of the most 

shocking characteristics of the count: the whole party “sat mute with wonder” when he, 

“with an air of wildness and distress” (p.84), avows his love for Matilda in a frenzy of 

                                                           
15 In a similar manner, the reader will find that the moral ambiguities of Vivaldi’s attitude, 
which privileges the vindication of his lover against a strict conception of “filial duty” (The 
Italian, ch.2), are also resolved in his favour thanks to the identification with the protagonist’s 
distresses. The most derisory comments against his behaviour—with his “romantic language” 
and “chivalric air”, he is accused of “disobey[ing] a father” and “degrad[ing his] family” 
(ibid.)—come from his father, who upholds more conservative values about love and marriage, 
and more importantly, who seems oblivious to the distress of an innocent woman (viz. 
chapters 6 and 7 for details on the mechanism of sympathetic identification and its 
implications on the perception of the moral messages of the novels.) 
16

 Lawrence E. Klein, Shaftesbury and the Culture of Politeness: Moral Discourse and Cultural 
Politics in Early Eighteenth-Century England. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994, pp. 
3-8. 
17 ibid.:85. 
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despair, when she is about to leave for the convent. Mrs. Courtney points out that 

Matilda has been more composed than him, and advises that he “should exert man’s 

boasted superiority of reason and firmness.”(p.85)
18

 Considering that he sees Matilda’s 

decision as a consequence of the “unjust prejudices” that have ruined her reputation, his 

paroxysm could be viewed as a sign of the “precipitousness of engagement”
19

 that 

marks the masculine virtuous character as an agent of social (and moral) justice above 

the self-restraint of individuality. These two extremes, where virtue and vice are 

difficult to resolve, were also a thorny issue for Shaftesbury. Both positions of the self 

in society are, according to Klein, “options between which Shaftesbury himself 

gravitated over the course of his life”, and which posed to him “a recurring dilemma.”
20

 

The solution would lie in a complicated mid-position, a conception of politeness that 

would amount to a “rational sociability”, and which would require considerable 

training.
 21

  

Despite the complexities of the ethical side of politeness, in the wider scale of the 

novel, the count is positioned firmly on the side of rectitude and honesty. The theme of 

                                                           
18 This passionate outburst, together with similar reactions from Valancourt in Radcliffe’s The 
Mysteries of Udolpho, is analysed in relation with excess of feeling in public versus private 
spheres in chapter 5. 
19 Klein, op.cit.:85. 
20 ibid. 
21 ibid. To the various accomplishments that were required to refine a young man we would 

have to add, therefore, an education in sociability that not all male characters have entirely 

succeeded in. Valancourt, in The Mysteries of Udolpho, is an example of bad choices in that 

respect. In a Rousseauesque spirit, his virtues expand in nature, and are corrupted by Parisian 

society—curiously, by gambling, the greatest fault that Parsons attributes not to the French, 

but to the English, through the count’s report on the impressions from his travels, one that 

“renders useless all the good qualities they receive from nature and education.” (p.38) The 

faults attributed to Valancourt at the end of the novel, which also cost him a permanent 

separation from Emily, turn out to be a mixture of an excessive love of pleasure and an ill-

calculated sense of justice and charity that leads him to bankruptcy to pay another man’s 

debts, which makes of him an example both of lack of self-control and of imbalance between 

sociable generosity and self-interest. 
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the reward of virtue is a pervasive one throughout the novel: the position of the 

characters at the end of the novel will be directly related to their moral stance. Thus, 

although outward appearance is indispensable to complete the portrayal of the character 

(viz. chapter 3), the description of beauty shows less variation and is pushed to the 

background when moral virtues are enumerated, as in the marquis’ profession of 

fatherly love for Matilda: “beauty is her least merit; she has every amiable quality, 

joined to an excellent understanding, that can adorn a human being” (p.73). The author 

seems to focus on a limited set of words and formulaic expressions related to virtue and 

vice, which deserve that we enquire further about them in the following sections: there 

are multiple references to the characters’ “good sense” (7 instances) and “strong”, 

“excellent” or “cultivated understanding” (8 instances), which stand for the exertion of 

reason. The descriptions of villainy are resolved with combinations of “envious” (7 

instances), “malignant” (5 instances, all referring to Mademoiselle de Fontelle), and 

“malicious” (10 instances that include Count Wolfenbach’s “malicious air” (p.32), 

“malicious smile” (p.35) and “malicious expression” (p.66)). Other expressions of lower 

frequency include the words “mean” (3 instances) and “meanness” (4 instances).
22

 This 

language betrays a tendency to establish a sharp contrast between good and evil, and a 

penchant for stereotype that we will see in section 2. Finally, as we have seen, the 

description of a character does not only define him or her as virtuous or unprincipled 

with a view to clearly stating their reward or punishment, but also aims to determine the 

extent of the character’s compliance with the ideal of a good husband or wife, as the 

analysis of the use of “amiable” has shown, and with the ideal of Englishness in the case 

of the male character in particular, as it has been demonstrated by the complementary 

examination of the use of the term “manners”.

                                                           
22 Rather surprisingly, the latter is twice employed by Matilda to refer to her own conduct, an 
inkling of the heroine’s severe self-judgement, which we will discuss in chapter 3. 
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CHAPTER 2 

A RHETORIC OF BINARIES IN ANN RADCLIFFE’S NARRATIVE STYLE 

 

The escalation in numbers of published Gothic fiction, which instantly suggests that 

writers must have employed stock items (characters, themes, plot lines) to keep up with 

public demand, is one aspect that has contributed to the genre being berated ever since 

the aesthetic values of Romanticism identified quality with originality and uniqueness 

of the artistic object, and with an expression of the subjectivity of the author. However, 

from the point of view of literary production, formulaic composition can be understood 

as a clever (almost inescapable) form of composition and design. In the previous 

chapter, we have shown how this technique is congruent with other points of contact 

with oral literature and folktale. In this chapter, we will try to analyze how it can be 

considered as a form of production that was also undertaken by other artistic 

expressions at the time, notably music. 

The first publication of Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto in 1764 marks a 

point of departure for the proliferation of the Gothic novel, which became incredibly 

widespread in a short period of time. The number of publications, including not only 

novels but also bluebooks, adaptations, and abridged versions, would be nearly 

impossible to chart. Many of them may have been lost forever, and the cataloguing and 

editing of all the extant titles may never be accomplished. But the social and cultural 

changes that gave rise to this phenomenon were not unique to the Gothic novel: books 

of other genres and other artistic forms, such as musical compositions, were also the 

object of progressive growth of consumption—not of those proportions we have come 

to know as mass production and mass consumption, but of a scale that signals that 
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writers and composers relied to a certain extent on patterns and formulas to meet the 

demands of their trade.
1
 For the Gothic genre, this would mean resorting to the iterative 

system of formulaic construction that we are trying to describe. For the composers of 

music, a parallel means of production would be the system of schemata that 

musicologists like Gjerdingen have proposed to be at the heart of galant style, that is, 

the style of music that predominated in the eighteenth century and which we have come 

to know, rather inexactly, as classical music. Gjendingen’s thesis is that the defining 

trait of the galant style “was a particular repertory of stock musical phrases employed in 

conventional sequences.”
2
 The ways in which the combination of such phrases could 

signify were numerous (he mentions semantic axes such as light/heavy, comic/serious, 

sensitive/bravura, which gave way to a multitude of arrangements of diverse expressive 

power), but despite the apparent infinitude of individual compositions, he is adamant in 

his definition of the galant style as one based on formulaicity: “as long as the music is 

grounded in this repertory of stock musical phrases, I view all its manifestations as 

galant.”
3
 In the introduction he compares these stock musical phrases, these schemata, 

with “stereotyped material” from fairytales: what he is comparing the schemata to, in 

                                                           
1 There is probably much to be argued on whether Gothic fiction was the only literary genre 
that can be deemed as “formulaic” (in the sense of repetitive, unoriginal, produced to please 
the reading masses), considering that, while it was an incredibly popular genre, it did not 
dominate the market. According to Franz J. Potter, in the first three decades of the nineteenth 
century, which he holds to be years of massive output and consumption of novels in the British 
isles, only a percentage that ranged between 14 to 21 per cent of titles advertised in library 
catalogues can be classified as Gothic (Potter, The History of Gothic Publishing 1800-1835: 
Exhuming the Trade. Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005, pp.22-31), while 
Garside, Raven and Schöwerling (The English Novel 1770-1829: A Bibliographical Survey of 
Prose Fiction Published in the British Isles. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) show that a 
peak was reached in the proportion of Gothic fiction versus the rest of novel production in the 
first decade of the nineteenth century, at 26 per cent of all fiction published during that 
period. At its height of relative output, then, Gothic fiction amounted to a fourth of novel 
publication, and therefore, even if it could be argued that Gothic novels flooded the market in 
the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century, they did so within a general  wave of 
large-scale publication of which they were just a part.  
2
 Gjerdingen, Music in the Galant Style. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007, p.6. 

3 ibid. 
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fact, are formulaic patterns of composition derived from formulaic oral traditions.
4
 

Gjerdingen’s comparisons prove not only that there are relevant similarities in those 

compositional devices that allowed composers in the literary and musical realms to 

come up with an identifiable rhetoric, but also that those devices have much in common 

with traditional oral composition, and with the forms of oral literature. As a means of 

production, he argues, “there are obvious advantages that a stockpile of 

“interchangeable parts” would give to the rapid, secure crafting of complex 

compositions.” The bias against this technique is a modern development, he continues, 

as “today we tend to equate “compose” with “invent”, yet the older, more literal 

meaning of “put together” (com + posare) may provide a better image of galant 

practice.”
5
 We suggest in this chapter that Radcliffe’s binary constructions are, like 

Gjerdingen’s schemata, a formulaic device, a unit larger than the formulaic pattern, 

systematically employed to create effects similar to those of musical periods, and which 

resulted in a familiar, recognizable style.  

Musical theory has been consistent throughout history in drawing similes with 

language in definitions of musical concepts. More importantly to our purposes, the 

study of music as rhetoric, a musicological and philosophical endeavour that has 

persisted through the ages with varying degrees of interest, has devoted itself not only to 

the relationships between music and words in conjunction, but also to the more 

overarching, abstract concern of how music signifies and affects, and how it constructs 

a coherent “discourse” by means of recognizable devices. And while language has 

provided musical theory with an abundance of metaphors to define those rhetorical 

devices, literature, too, has resorted to music for its definitions, since the sonic aspects 

                                                           
4 ibid.: 11-13. The author in fact cites Albert B. Lord’s The Singer of Tales as one of the 
influences for his book. 
5 ibid.: 51. 
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of language, when transposed to a poetic mode, must also acquire expressive qualities—

at which point they tend to be explained in musical, not sonic, terms. We agree with 

musicologist Leonard G. Ratner, therefore, in his view that “the skilled composer, the 

well-trained performer, the perceptive listener had command of musical rhetoric, much 

as a literate person today deals with the grammar of language.”
6
 Yet statements like this 

one can be controversial for a vast number of experts, both in the music and in the 

literary fields, who have long tried to determine to what extent music and language are 

analogous. Katherine Hayles and other critics working in the field of chaos theory and 

chaotics have pointed at the complexities of metaphorical uses of scientific terminology 

in the study of literature, while at the same time acknowledging the potential that 

multidisciplinarity has when it comes to providing enlightening new perspectives. 

Following this logic, we will take into account the difficulties that arise from a long-

standing tradition of linguistic metaphors applied to music, as well as the possibilities of 

metaphors of musical concepts applied to literature, all the while maintaining a positive 

outlook on the insight that we can gain from those analogies. In the case of Gothic 

literature and classic music in general, and Ann Radcliffe’s style in particular, we 

believe that it is possible to expose a liminal territory between music and prose, by 

disturbing the boundary, or, as William Paulson proposes in his explorations of 

information theory, by “injecting into [literature] some information sufficiently foreign 

as to function initially as noise.”
7
 From this noise, the information theoretic approach 

contends, new meaning can arise: that meaning which is not the sum of its parts, the 

liminal element. 

                                                           
6 Leonard G. Ratner, Classic Music: Expression, Form, and Style. New York: Schirmer, 1980, 
p.xiv. 
7 Paulson, William. “Literature, Complexity, Interdisciplinarity”, in Chaos and Order: Complex 
Dynamics in Literature and Science, ed. N. Katherine Hayles. Chicago and London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1991, p.39. 
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The rhetoric of binaries as a formulaic device accords with the notions of 

fractality that we have noted as the characteristics of an iterative nonlinear system: 

iteration, self-similarity, and complexity at different levels of the text—lexical, 

syntactic, thematic, etc. Iteration of binary relations reveals undecided or extremely 

complex meanings: ambiguity, tension between opposites, conflict as well as harmony. 

At the scale of the word and formulaic pattern, it is possible to discern an unrelenting 

concern with binary relationships which not only yields a wide range of logical 

connections (contrast, complementarity, equivalence, alternation, apposition, etc.), but 

which also correlates the thematic interest in the binary with a pervasive two-beat 

structuring of discourse. It is on the most formal side of this rhetoric that we will 

concentrate in this chapter, and more particularly on those aspects of the textual surface 

that can be perceived to bear relation to music and sound: rhythm, structure, sound.  

The introduction of characters with a long description of their physical and moral 

attributes is a staple in Anne Radcliffe’s novels, one in which the rhetoric of binaries 

can be seen to function in full force. Upon reading a passage like the following 

introduction of the protagonist of The Italian¸ Vivaldi, what is more likely to strike the 

reader is not so much the meaning of binary relationships, but their mere presence, that 

is, the surface of the text. The articulation, the syntax, show a ubiquity of the binary that 

seems difficult to grasp in its very pervasiveness, but which gives this style a very 

particular musicality to which the ear/eye is quickly attuned: 

Vincentio di Vivaldi was the only son of the Marchese di Vivaldi, a 

nobleman of one of the most ancient families of the kingdom of Naples, a 

favourite possessing an uncommon share of influence at court, and a man 

still higher in power than in rank. His pride of birth was equal to either, but 

it was mingled with the justifiable pride of a principled mind. It governed 

his conduct in morals as well as in the jealousy of ceremonial distinctions, 

and elevated his practice as well as his claims. His pride was at once his vice 

and his virtue, his safeguard and his weakness.  
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The Italian, vol.1, ch.I, p.7 

 

In Radcliffe’s prose, as it is illustrated by this passage, the presence of binaries 

goes beyond the motivic: it pervades the diction of the text, from the formulaic pattern 

to the seemingly endless subordination with which Radcliffe shapes her text. It is indeed 

a characteristic of textual surface and texture, a metonymic rhetoric that structures 

meaning according to semantic textual contiguity, and which is most apparent in the 

syntax of the paragraph. In this first excerpt, which stands for numerous other examples 

that can be taken from any one of Radcliffe’s novels, two-place clauses fill the 

description with a quick succession of logical connections: comparison (“still higher in 

power/than in rank”; “in morals/as well as in the jealousy…”; “his practice/as well as 

his claims”), addition (“a favourite possessing…/and a man still higher…”; “his vice 

and his virtue,/his safeguard and his weakness”), contrast (“his pride of birth was equal 

to either/, but it was mingled with…”), in coordinated or parallel constructions, 

emphasized by alliteration (“Vincentio/Vivaldi”; “pride/principled”, “vice/virtue”). 

Post-modification with “of” is clearly preferred to the Saxon genitive, particularly when 

symmetrical groupings with a defined rhythm result from it (“the only son│of the 

Marquese│di Vivaldi”; “an uncommon share│of influence at court”; “the justifiable 

pride│of a principled mind”). Radcliffe’s style exhibits a high degree of consistency, 

which suggests that, if the purpose is to look for harmony or disruptions of harmony in 

the characters, their very description will respond with visibility of binary structures in 

the text.  

Chaos theory, it has been noted, recognizes the importance of scale in a way that 

other paradigms do not.
8
 Something that appears as order at one level may be perceived 

as chaotic at other levels (and vice versa), particularly when iteration of elements or 

                                                           
8 Hayles, 1989:309. 



51 
 

structures occurs: when observed at different levels, the complexity of the pattern 

escalates. And in the case of Ann Radcliffe’s style,
 
the extent of these binary structures 

seems relevant:
 9

 in our study, it appears that, as the balancing of binary terms and 

constructions gains presence, it becomes more and more difficult to define. Being 

everywhere, in a way so difficult to pin down and at the same time so easily observable, 

we may legitimately wonder whether this omnipresence of the binary responds to an 

overarching concern, a rhetoric or a principle of composition common to different 

artistic expressions. This view could be supported by observing that the functions that 

Aguirre ascribed to the phasing of form
10

 can be found in descriptions of periodicity in 

music (no doubt thanks to the parallels between linguistic and musical rhetoric) which 

have been used extensively to provide theoretical frames for both fields since at least the 

sixteenth century.
11

 As a structural device, the rhetoric of binaries seems to be an 

technique that lends itself to an analogy with music, since, as Jasmin Cameron signals, 

musical rhetoric “is similar to ‘linguistic’ rhetoric in that it actually employs structural 

devices in order to create the desired effect.”
12

 The best examples of analogous devices 

are those that involve repetition, and in her case study of rhetorical analysis of a musical 

                                                           
9 Her writing has been considered to be prolix, as in this description in Saintsbury’s  Specimens 
of English Prose Style: “Her famous novels, once extolled to the skies, then ridiculed, now 
respected but little read, were all published in less than ten years, and she never wrote herself 
out. They show real power, marred chiefly by prolixity, and by repetition of dubious means of 
imbressing.” (George Saintsbury, Specimens of English Prose Style: From Malory to Macaulay. 
London: Kegan Paul, Trench and Co., 1885, p.267. This “imbressing” we understand to be 
subordination.  
10 Aguirre, The Thresholds of the Tale: Liminality and the Structure of Fairytales. Studies in 
Liminality and Literature 6. Madrid: The Gateway Press, 2007, p.132. 
11 One of the earliest references would be Gallus Dressler’s Praeceptae musicae poeticae 
(1563), or the first “systematic musical-rhetorical basis for (...) a musica poetica”, Joachim 
Burmeister’s Hypomnematum musicae (1599), later expanded as Musica autoschediastikē 
(1601) and Musica poetica (1606), which included “the significant new idea of musical figures, 
which were analogous to (...) rhetorical figures.” (George B. Buelow, “Rhetoric and music”, in 
The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie. 20 vols. London: 
Macmillan, 1980. vol.15, pp.793-4. 
12 Jasmin Cameron, “Rhetoric and Music: The Influence of a Linguistic Art”, in Words and 
Music, ed. John Williamson. Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2005, p.58. 
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piece, she includes among the “structural” devices one that she defines as “some form 

of climactic point”.
13

 The creation of climaxes is, as we will argue later, the key in the 

analogy between the Radcliffean “period” and musical period, and, possibly, the very 

application of the rhetoric of binaries in her texts, as the piece that bridges the semantic, 

the structural, and the aesthetic implications of this rhetorical device. A strictly 

thematic/ideological approach seems incomplete: while the paradigm clash between 

neo-classicist principles of order and symmetry and the disruption and excess of the 

“Sturm und Drang” may inform some of Radcliffe’s thematic material, it cannot 

completely account for the formulaic diction that makes of the binary rhetoric a 

structuring principle of her prose style. The notion of the climax and its implications on 

musical and literary reception will therefore be central to our analysis, and therefore, of 

the many analogies invited by music and literature’s shared language we will here 

examine the concept of periodicity, together with those aspects of it that were more 

relevant for the music of the eighteenth century: period, cadence and symmetry, which 

will help us distinguish disturbances of symmetry and order, balance, and building of 

thresholds, at the level of syntax and sonority of the text. 

A period, defined generically as a point of arrival, was a term that could not 

escape linguistic terminology in music theory. The period would be conceived as a 

passage with a conclusion, a goal which is signaled by a final cadence. Just as a 

complete statement in language holds the listener’s attention until its sense comes to a 

close, the musical periodic structure keeps momentum and uses cadences as signs of 

punctuation, allowing for the building of tension and release through time, heightening 

its sense of movement and progress towards a goal. The expectation of the listener is 

key in prompting release: an authentic cadence (in Ratner’s definition, “the progression 

                                                           
13 ibid.:60. 



53 
 

of dominant to tonic with both chords in root position”) will be taken as an appropriate 

conclusion to a period even today, but particularly so to an eighteenth-century listener, 

or to a listener “attuned to 18th century musical rhetoric”, to whom, according to 

Ratner, the authentic cadence would be “a firm and proper conclusion to a period.
14

 

Although musical theorists of the eighteenth century used varying nomenclatures, the 

most significant punctuations would be half cadences, deceptive cadences and 

inconclusive cadences, which alter the effect of periodicity and motion towards the 

conclusion of the period, providing the equivalents of question marks or ellipsis. Ratner, 

for instance, assimilates them to punctuation in this way: “the half cadence—a pause 

upon the dominant—is a momentary interruption of movement, a comma or semicolon. 

A deceptive cadence—the tonic replaced by some other harmony after the dominant—is 

a question, delay, or digression. An inconclusive cadence—tonic or dominant 

inverted—is a signal for further action.”
15

 For an illustration of how these parallels 

would be formulated in the eighteenth century, we could cite a musician like Francesco 

Galeazzi, who proposed a series of cadence-types equated thus to marks of punctuation: 

“[t[he first [type A, a melodic evasion] has no analogue in [verbal] discourse; the 

second [type B, a Comma] has the effect of commas [virgole] and serves to distinguish 

the clauses [clausole]; the third [type C, a half cadence] has the effect of a semicolon or 

colon, distinguishing the phrases; the last [type D, a complete cadence] distinguishes the 

sentences and has the effect of a period.”
16

 Although there were disparities regarding 

most of the concepts (a “phrase”, distinct from a “sentence” in Galeazzi’s exposition, 

would be a “musical phrase or period” for Vincenzo Manfredini), a sense is retained of 

                                                           
14 Ratner, op.cit.:34. 
15 ibid. 
16 Francesco Galeazzi, Elementi teorico-pratici di musica con un saggio sopra l’arte di sounare il 
violino annalizata, ed a dimostrabili principi ridotta, vol.2 (Rome, 1796), p.261. Quoted in 
GjerdingeN, op.cit.:156. Other musicians that employed the linguistic analogies in treatises of 
the era were Alexander Malcolm (1687-1763) or Vincenzo Manfredini (1737-1799). 
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the deep-seated metaphorical relationship not only between musical periods and 

sentences, but between linguistic and musical concepts at large. Rousseau, in his 

Dictionary of Music (1779), provides a more synthetic view, which summarizes the 

expressive possibilities of harmony and cadence and their affinity with language: “From 

the different foundations of harmony given by the three forms of cadence, and from the 

different methods of intermixing them, arises the variety of the senses, of phrases, and 

the whole melody; of which the ingenious musician expresses all that of the phrases for 

discourse [sic], and punctuates the sounds as correctly as the Grammarian does the 

words.”
17

 

The cadence is a concept that unites harmonic with structural elements: its sense 

and affecting purpose (the “punctuation” it provides) depends on harmonic progression, 

while at the same time it creates a relational structure between the chords that is 

essentially binary. Thus, both the period and the cadence that signifies its close are 

rhetorical as well as structuring devices. The concepts of balance and symmetrical 

beauty were thus emphasized, either to be put into relief or to serve as a compelling 

backdrop for disruptions of harmony and rhythm. In classic music, particularly during 

the mid-to-late eighteenth century, periodic structure was conceived of as the interplay 

of binary groupings: known as “subject and predicate”, “antecedent and consequent”, or 

“question and answer”, short symmetrical periods were the most prevalent in 

eighteenth-century teaching compositions and they were the norm to maintain a feeling 

of balance and order that was later to be displaced by longer periods in the nineteenth 

                                                           
17Jean-Jacques Rousseau, A Complete Dictionary of Music (2nd ed.) Tr. William Waring. 
London: J. Murray and Dublin: Luke White, 1779. Entry: system. pp.421-22. Rousseau takes the 
linguistic similes further to incorporate elements of time, that is, rhythm, prosody, syllabic 
length: “[f]rom the measure given by the cadences, there results also the exact expression of 
the prosody and rhyme; for as the short syllable rests on the long, in the same manner the 
note which prepares the cadence, in rising, sustains itself and pauses on the note which 
resolves it in striking; which divides the times into strong and weak, as the syllables into long 
and short” (p.422). 
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century. This system of concatenated tensions that must be resolved seems to account at 

least for one level of the sense of rhythmic harmony present in Radcliffe’s writing, one 

which arises mainly from pauses and intonation that mark openings and closures. The 

next passage in Vivaldi’s characterization in The Italian, which immediately follows the 

previous one, could be read with this periodic structuring in mind: 

The mother of Vivaldi, descended from a family as ancient as that of his 

father, was equally jealous of her importance; but her pride was that of birth 

and distinction, without extending it to morals. She was of violent passions, 

haughty, vindictive, yet crafty and deceitful; patient in stratagem, and 

indefatigable in pursuit of vengeance, on the unhappy objects who provoked 

her resentment. She loved her son, rather as being the last of two illustrious 

houses, who was to re-unite and support the honour of both, than with the 

fondness of a mother. 

The Italian, vol.1, ch.I, pp.7-8 

 

The intricacy of a sentence like the one opening this paragraph can serve as an 

example of the never-ending gemination of binary relationships that Radcliffe often 

resorts to: the ancestry of Vivaldi’s mother is placed on a footing with that of his father 

by means of the embedded reduced relative clause, but the differences between them are 

stressed immediately after: the contrast is to be found in the pride of social rank—again 

divided into a twosome (“birth and distinction”)—pitted against moral stature. In that 

sentence alone there are five heads modified by prepositional phrases. The description 

that ensues is no less rich in binary constructions: her passionate nature is again 

expressed with a noun modified by a prepositional phrase (“she was of violent 

passions”), and further defined by two pairs of adjectives (“haughty, vindictive, yet 

crafty and deceitful”), and by two adjective phrases that initially seem parallel 

(adjective plus prepositional phrase: “patient in stratagem and indefatigable in 

pursuit…”), the second of which, however, stretches progressively with further post-

modification (“pursuit of vengeance/on the unhappy objects/who provoked her 



56 
 

resentment”). The last sentence, where her motherly love, close to mere pride, is 

presented as opposed to a more affectionate feeling, introduces the character of her son 

as a binary figure himself: the last heir of two houses, with a twofold purpose in life (“to 

re-unite and support the honour of both [houses]”).  

In terms of structure and sonorous quality, there is certainly a penchant for 

delaying the end of the sentence as much as possible, and in reading the passage aloud, 

our voice would naturally have to pitch itself to rising intonations several times, 

including several commas that would be unnecessary for the syntax but which are 

needed to keep the short phrasing symmetrical (“[t]he mother of Vivaldi, descended…”; 

“in pursuit of vengeance, on the unhappy objects…”) While the meaning of sentences 

becomes repetitive, sometimes difficult to follow or even ambiguous (consider, for 

example, the awkward construction of the first sentence), the very rhythm of this 

periodic phrasing articulates the sound of the paragraph clearly, giving presence by 

defamiliarization to the narrator’s voice, even in the minimal act of performance that 

takes place in the written text, which is our own voice reading to us in silence.
18

 This 

also suggests further links with oral literature, where devices of repetition such as 

rhyme, formula, alliteration, etc., according to Aguirre’s study of the folktale, place the 

narrative at a border with the ritual: they signal that we are entering a world of 

exemplary characters and deeds.
19

 As we have argued in the previous chapter, it is 

precisely in its characters that Gothic fiction presents more similarities with the oral 

tradition and the folktale, and so it is not surprising that the clearest examples of these 

binary constructions appear in passages of characterization.  

                                                           
18 We agree with Parks that “the image of person speaking to person cannot be eradicated 
from the human psyche in its relationship to language use” (Ward Parks, “The Textualization of 
Orality in Literary Criticism”, in Vox Intenta: Orality and Textuality in the Middle Ages (ed. A.N. 
Doane and Carol Braun Pasternack). Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991, p.56. 
19 Aguirre, op.cit.:96. 
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More importantly, this delay of the point of arrival and “rest” of the sentence 

displays the same functional principles, at the level of sound, as the ritualizing phasing 

of form in Aguirre’s study of the folktale: namely, increased tension and creation of 

climaxes. In studies that consider elements of orality in literature, these instances of 

excessive repetition in its various forms and levels will be found to have different 

functions. In tales, Aguirre terms these “ritualizing narrative strategies”:
20

 periodicity, 

formulaic language, phasing, self-similarity, and overpatterning (a self-conscious 

emphasis on form), all work together to construct “a mechanics of transmission”.
21

 In 

the novel, however, transmission is ensured, and so repetition and formula, 

overpatterning of the text, is interpreted either as superficial recreation or as careless 

composition.
22

 In contrast to this claim of compositional negligence, Aguirre, in his 

description of elements of the ritualistic in fairytales, has provided forceful arguments in 

favour of the import of these formal elements as functional resources: he contends that 

successive phases, be it in “space, motion, objects, or characters in ritual and narrative 

(…) amount to a phasing of action,”
23

 concurrent with a creation of thresholds. If we 

look at the basic functions that he ascribes to them, it seems reasonable to add the 

binary structure to these phasing techniques: those functions are lengthening the story; 

giving rhythm by “marking time”; delaying advance, which results in tension; and the 

generation of climaxes, given that resolution is expected with the opening of each new 

phase.  

In music, too, a deferral of the cadence is one of the most common techniques 

employed to disturb the symmetry of phrase structure, and one that heightens the effect 

                                                           
20

 Aguirre, 2007:164. 
21 ibid. 
22 Ward Parks, “Orality and Poetics: Synchrony, Diachrony, and the Axes of Narrative 
Transmission”, in Comparative Research on Oral Traditions: A Memorial for Milman Parry (ed. 
John Miles Foley. Columbus, OH:  Slavica, 1987, pp.511-532. 
23 Aguirre, op.cit.:132 



58 
 

of periodicity: an extension of the period will result in sustained momentum and raised 

attention of the listener. Among classic theorists, August Kollman expressed this effect 

eloquently when he described a passage by Haydn as “one of those fancy periods of 

some extended length in which the composer seems to lose himself in the modulation 

for the purpose of making the ear attentive to the resolution”.
24

 In Radcliffe’s writing, 

too, the expectation of the reader is constantly realized or thwarted to create tension in 

minimal nodes. Those nodes of tension would happen at the level of sound, since it is 

the cadence that gains greater focus with internal disturbances of period symmetry. The 

centrality of tension is evident in theories such as Meyer’s theory of musical 

expectation, which articulates the very aesthetic experience and emotional response to 

music on the progression from tension to release.
25

 On the larger scale of narrative, the 

correspondence between response to musical periodicity and response to literary 

narrative becomes more obvious, as Francis Bacon detected as early as 1605: “[i]s not 

the trope of music, to avoid or slide from the close or cadence, common with the trope 

of rhetoric of deceiving expectation?”
26

 The fact that Gothic fiction is so highly 

conventional only magnifies the effect of any rhetorical devices that, like Radcliffe’s 

rhetoric of binaries, hinge on reader expectation. 

Given that the metaphor of the oration was powerful during the eighteenth 

century, and still is so today, we might expect a variety of critics to have advanced other 

theories and analogies of music and literary text. However, there has been no focus on 

syntax and tonality until the very recent field of evolutionary musicology suggested a 

common origin for music and language. In his The Scansion of Prose Rhythm, Fred 

                                                           
24 August F.C. Kollman, An Essay on Musical Harmony, According to the Nature  of that Science 
and the Principles of the Greatest Musical Authors. London, 1796. Quoted in Ratner, op.cit.:46-
7. 
25 Leonard B. Meyer,  Music, the Arts, and Ideas: Patterns and Predictions in Twentieth-Century 
Culture. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1967. 
26 Francis Bacon, The Advancement of Learning, book 2, sec.5, part 3, 1605. 
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Newton Scott came closest to this analysis, but like many other eighteenth- and early 

nineteenth-century critics, he only paid attention to musical-linguistic analogies by 

relating music to prosody and rhythm. It seems easy to conceive of similarities in 

scansion, which has been the clearest source of parallelisms between music and poetry, 

but how to apply these to prose has proved a more daunting task. Despite some 

interesting considerations as to the need for harmony or periodic structure in prose, 

these authors would identify musicality with metric feet, partly influenced by a tradition 

that viewed instrumental music as a lower mode of expression than song: at the time, 

music depended on language to achieve its artistic mimetic purpose. And furthermore, 

even if perfect regularity and symmetry was not the norm in music composition, there is 

a sense that prose could not be periodic under any circumstances—a view defended, for 

example, by Chastellux in his Essay on the Union of Poetry and Music (1765). 

An example of approximations to musical analogies for syntax would be 

Saintsbury’s evaluation of John Ruskin’s style. In Specimens of English Prose Style, 

Saintsbury applies music and motion analogies to explain the author’s “thoroughly [sic] 

sound“: his prose is said to have “a varying but compensating harmony, and the ascent 

and descent of the sentence never finally ends till the last word, which has been led up 

to by a most cunning and in no invidious sense prosaic concatenation of rhythm.”
27

 

Despite introducing interesting references to harmony and sentence arrangement, 

Saintsbury is eager to compare prose to poetry rather than to music, even if he is 

assessing prose style. These confusions seem to be unavoidable, as genres and modes of 

expression can be considerably complex. In periodic musical structure, for example, the 

impression of order and symmetry is reinforced by other elements like rhythms and 

                                                           
27 Saintsbury, op.cit.: xli. 
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melodic or key progressions,
28

 and expectation is built as a result of interrelated, usually 

hierarchically structured, levels in the musical event.
29

 Similarly, Ann Radcliffe is not 

composing in feet, yet she likes to blur the line between prose and verse at some points 

by the use of distinct periodic phrasing, as in this passage from The Mysteries of 

Udolpho, where the lines and capitalization of the excerpt have been altered to highlight 

how the fragment of the poem “Summer”, by Scottish poet James Thomson, blends into 

the narrative not only thematically, but also in sound and rhythm: 

 

After distributing to his pensioners their weekly stipends, listening 

patiently to the complaints of some, redressing the grievances of others, and 

softening the discontents of all, by the look of sympathy, and the smile of 

benevolence, St. Aubert returned home through the woods, where at fall of 

eve the fairy-people throng, in various games and revelry to pass the 

summer night, as village stories tell. 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.1, ch.I, p.15 

 

In spite of a lack of perfect symmetry and rhythm in prose, we believe that the 

principles of period structure provide this text with a solid compositional principle, 

where binary structures can be exploited in a multiplicity of ways, and at different 

levels. Music at the time, too, made use of the two principal aspects that we have 

discussed—a clear point of arrival and internal arrangements for the extension of the 

period—as the basic instruments to construct longer and more complex pieces. The 

need to avoid exact repetition is common to any two-reprise forms, that is, those in 

which an object must appear again, and it was present in all the different studies at the 

time that accounted for specific forms of extension of melody. Once binary and period 

structures began to be central in formal musical thought, the exact repetition of an 

object would come to be perceived as a platitude, and this, together with the quest for 

                                                           
28 Ratner, op.cit.:35. 
29 Meyer, op.cit.: 8. 
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variety within unity, contributed to the evolution of the sonata form, which in the 

nineteenth century would become the epitome of formal compositional thought. Driven 

by the forces of closure and development through time, there is, to quote from 

musicologist Samuel Roberts, a “persistent use of this mode of formal thinking to give 

coherence to larger and larger works.”
30

  

The definition, categories and variations of sonata forms have been the subject of 

study for more than two centuries, which is why an attempt at a summarized description 

here is bound to be defective. In brief, it is agreed that the sonata form is a highly 

intelligible structure, which can be described as a ternary form (from which it derives its 

narrative powers of exposition, development and closure), or as a binary form, if we 

attend to the phases of key arrangement. The second one, which links it more directly to 

precedent eras, was the description preferred by classic theorists. In fact, there seems to 

be agreement among musicologists that the late eighteenth-century sonatas revolve 

more clearly around two-reprise tonal arrangements (as in cadences, tension created by 

drifting away from the tonic, and return-resolution), and its binary elements are more 

easily grasped due to a greater taste for symmetry and local contrasts that give thrust to 

periodicity. As the nineteenth century advances, periods become longer, and the delayed 

resolution of tonal tension will become a distinguishing feature of Romantic 

compositions. Thematic material will take up longer phases to develop, and the search 

for unity will encourage a three-form construction in which material is presented, 

developed, and recapitulated. It must be noted, in any case, that most of the formative 

elements of sonata form, from a historical point of view, are binary forms.  

                                                           
30 Samuel Roberts, “Music as Narrative’s Limit and Supplement”, in The Dynamics of the 
Threshold, ed. Jesús Benito and Ana Mª Manzanas. Madrid: The Gateway Press, 2006, p.155. 
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What we find particularly engaging about sonata form is its endless possibilities 

within a clearly discernible structure. It has been described as “more a procedure or a set 

of principles for organizing and developing musical ideas than a rigid form.”
31

 Would it 

be possible, then, to envisage the tripartite characterization of the Vivaldi family in The 

Italian as a sonata form? 

Vincentio inherited much of the character of his father, and very little of 

that of his mother. His pride was as noble and generous as that of the 

Marchese; but he had somewhat of the fiery passions of the Marchesa, 

without any of her craft, her duplicity, or vindictive thirst of revenge. Frank 

in his temper, ingenous in his sentiments, quickly offended, but easily 

appeased; irritated by any appearance of disrespect, but melted by a 

concession, a high sense of honour rendered him no more jealous of offence, 

than a delicate humanity made him ready for reconciliation, and anxious to 

spare the feelings of others. 

The Italian, vol.1, ch.I, p.8 

 

The three elements that compose the character (father, mother, and balance of the 

best qualities of both) are exposed in three movements, articulated through minimal 

binomial units of addition, contrast, parallelism, concession, etc., embedded in larger 

ones, and not a phrase escapes a binary composition: it is either the opening or the 

closing of a period, if not both. We would like to challenge the idea that Ann Radcliffe 

is attempting simply to lengthen the text as much as possible—this technique denotes 

not simply prolixity, as Saintsbury would describe her writing nearly a century later in 

his Specimens of English Prose Style (viz. footnote 11 above). A complex form born of 

expositions of binary elements, like the sonata form, understood as a set of principles, 

enables the binary structure to become the germ of a coherent larger composition built 

on aesthetic fundamentals of symmetry and harmony, from the smallest unit that may be 

termed a period, to the largest one, in this case, the character of the hero, Vivaldi, who 

                                                           
31 Neal Zaslaw, “Music and Society in the Classical Era”, in Neal Zaslaw (ed) The Classical Era, 
New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1989, p.11. These possibilities afforded the composer by the sonata 
form have to do with rhetoric, with “narrative” and persuasive qualities of music, but it’s in any 
case organization at a different, higher level. 
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emerges as a third element resulting from, and standing between, the two houses that 

compose his family. Like the formula, this is a pattern that is reproduced by iteration 

rather than mere repetition, at multiple levels, be it sound, rhythm, phrase, theme or 

character, where the variation of an element in its reprise or reapparition, within clearly 

defined schemes, is central. We do not mean by this that Ann Radcliffe was composing 

her writing according to a sonata form, but that her style and the late-eighteenth-century 

sonata might have been informed by the same contemporary concerns regarding 

aesthetic and rhetoric principles that favoured the development of periodic structure.  

One of the conditioning elements that we consider to be fundamental in our 

understanding of the analogy between Radcliffean diction and galant style, and which 

can also elucidate the rationale behind the formulaicity of the Gothic genre, is the 

reception of the artistic object, whether literary or musical. The receptor would be 

conceived as benefiting from examples of polite and tasteful behaviour, and the concept 

of “manners” would be central both to the composition and the recognition of the 

artistic representation. As Gjerdingen explains in his description of eighteenth-century 

“courtly listening”, such reception would incline towards artistic objects that “provided 

opportunities for acts of judging, for the making of distinctions, and for the public 

exercise of discernment and taste.”
32

 A formulaic composition could yield musical 

pieces or novels that enabled the listener or reader to exercise their taste repeatedly (as 

we argue later, especially in chapter 6)—to borrow again Gjerdingen’s words, to 

“evaluate their subordinate and superordinate patterns, compare them to preceding 

examples, judge them as small works of courtly art.”
33

 This is a mode of reception that, 

from an eighteenth-century standpoint, was not incompatible with a thorough enjoyment 

of artistic work.  

                                                           
32 Gjerdingen, op.cit.: 4. 
33 ibid. 
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The formulaic pattern and the pervasiveness of symmetry and disturbances of 

symmetry in Gothic fiction could also be representations of another shift in artistic 

rhetoric during the eighteenth century, in a parallelism with a gradual change in musical 

expression: from more Baroque-like compositions to what has been termed classic 

music, that is, from a consistent development of a single idea or affection to a 

compositional style that privileged contrast, mixture and coordination.
34

 This is a 

subject that sadly falls beyond the scope of this thesis.  

Finally, the blurred boundaries with oral literature that have been explored in this 

and the previous chapter cannot be obliterated, particularly for the insight they provide 

into the concept of tension and sense of periodicity of the text: if the state just before 

closure is delayed, we are caught forever (or successively) in tension and suspense, in a 

threshold that Leonard B. Meyer, in the account of his theory of expectations, construes 

as “an awareness of the powerlessness of man in the face of the unknown.”
35

 Another 

transition, that to the Romantic period, whose periodic patterns were characterized by 

ever-expanding buildups of tension with late resolutions, also appears to bear 

resemblance to Gothic fiction. The evolution of periodic form into the nineteenth 

century, as well as the phasing of constructions in Gothic fiction, testify to an increased 

contact of the reader/listener with the minimal thresholds of unresolved tension, which 

will be further explored in the analysis of narrative delay in chapter 6. We believe that a 

further exploration of the affinities between music and the Gothic genre that focuses on 

reception could prove fruitful, as the evidence suggests that what may lie at the heart of 

aesthetic enjoyment both of music and Gothic fiction (and, it would be interesting to 

                                                           
34 Ratner, p. 26. Authors that made references to “old” and “new” styles in this sense are 
Charles Burney, A General History of Music, From the Earliest Ages to the Present Period 
(London, 1776-1789); Heinrich C. Koch (ed.), Journal der Tonkunst (Erfurt, 1795); and William 
Jones, A Treatise on the Art of Music, (Colchester, 1784). 
35 Leonard B. Meyer, Emotion and Meaning in Music. Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2008, p.29.  
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conjecture, of any artistic representation contemporary to them) is the experience of 

constant wavering between certainty and uncertainty, accomplished by a careful, 

systematic ritualization of thresholds of tension and release. Once more, Gjerdingen 

provides a basis to consider that this conceptualization of receiver experience can also 

be applied to musical analysis: 

 

Indeed, the craft of the galant composer depends heavily on the ability to 

modulate between perceived certainty and uncertainty, between, on the one 

hand, giving the courtly audience a sense of security and groundedness and, 

on the other hand, taking listeners down dark alleys of strange chords and 

keys where they may feel utterly lost. The lodestar of galant music was not a 

tonic chord but a listener’s experience, which the masters of this art 

modulated with consummate skill.
36

  

 

A dynamic opposition and tension-resolution, then, ensures a transmission of 

feeling, of sentiment, and interestingly, of confusion and possibly terror, that is 

achieved by means of the elements described here: periodicity, disturbances of 

symmetry, the search for harmonic unity, which seem to be present not only in the 

galant style but also at different levels in Gothic fiction—nowhere as clearly engaged in 

a formal translation of those concepts, however, as in Radcliffe’s prose. We expect that 

the rhetoric of binaries could one day be considered as part of the expressive force of 

Radcliffe’s style, and may even help to define it further to solve questions of authorship 

that have recently arisen, such as Jacqueline Howards’s theory that the anonymous 

novels Lusignan: Or, The Abbaye of La Trappe (London: Minerva Press, 1801) and The 

Orphans of Llangloed (London: Minerva Press, 1802) may have been penned by Ann 

Radcliffe, a proposition founded on a reprise of the author’s “own storylines, themes, 

                                                           
36 Gjerdingen, op.cit.:21. 
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and ideas.”
 37

 She goes on to make more wide-ranging claims, maintaining that the 

similarities of these novels to Radcliffe’s confirmed authored work extend themselves 

to “the slant of the author’s reading, method, style, didactic purpose, and strong 

aesthetic, psychological, religious, and juridical interests,” but despite her very detailed 

analysis of setting, characterization and treatment of certain thematic concerns (which 

arguably belong to other Gothic authors as well as Radcliffe), her examination of 

Radcliffe’s style is somewhat sketchy. She certainly hints briefly at some formulaic uses 

of language, but hardly pursues a formal approach that could provide the necessary 

insight to complement her research: ultimately, we believe that a thorough enquiry into 

the formal aspects of Radcliffe’s discourse that would take into account formulaic 

patterns and the rhetoric of binaries would allow for a more solid claim or refutation of 

Radcliffe’s authorship of these novels. The space Radcliffe creates between music and 

literature in her persistent use of the binary form, thus, could shed some light both on 

practical identifications of authorial voice and on wider explorations of aesthetic 

perceptions of music and language, especially when complemented with studies of 

formulaic constructions at wider scales of textual analysis, as we will see in the 

following sections in our analyses of character, scene and plot. 

                                                           
37 Jacqueline Howard, “Merely an Imitator? The Preponderance of “Radcliffe” in Lusignan, or 
the Abbaye of La Trappe and The Orphans of Llangloed”, Romantic Textualities: Literature and 
Print Culture, 1780–1840, 20 (Winter 2011) <http://www.romtext.org.uk/reports/rt20_n03/> 
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SECTION 2 

 

THE COMPLEXITY OF CHARACTER 
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The status of Gothic fiction as a “hybrid” genre was first established by the author who 

penned the first Gothic novel, Horace Walpole. In his preface to the second edition of 

The Castle of Otranto, he puts forward his famous intention to “blend the two kinds of 

romance, the ancient and the modern”. Appealing to Shakespeare as a model, he looked 

for a justification for those elements in the novel that veered from the canon, most 

notably, the supernatural and comic effect, in a piece of work that had already been 

sanctioned by the reading public, if not by critics. This justification of the novel’s 

nature, its style and, ultimately, its moral purport, points to the complex social and 

artistic context into which the Gothic genre was born.  

Even if it was circumscribed to the specific criticism launched against his novel, 

Walpole’s manifesto can also inspire a questioning of all those aspects in the genre that 

may be termed as hybrid: with this famous preface, blending as a generative logic—and 

a mixture itself of originality and imitation—was pitched against a strict sense of 

decorum that not only attacked the genre’s aesthetic findings, but also gestured towards 

literature’s necessary adherence to moral instruction. Hybridism, then, was unsuitable, 

particularly in those cases where it was understood as an intrusion of comic elements in 

genres which were essentially tragic. Modified to suit the strictures of the canon, 

Shakespearean tragedies saw elements like the Fool in King Lear and the Porter in 

Macbeth excised, in an effort to preserve the effects of the tragic plot undisturbed by 

comic relief. Shakespeare’s were, after all, hybrid tragedies, if only in comparison with 

classical models, and the necessary adaptations required to take them to the eighteenth-

century stage reflect a concern with notions of taste that cannot be divorced from 

morality. The theory and practice of drama in the eighteenth century encouraged such 

drastic adjustments of the text as the surgical removals of characters and scenes in 
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Shakespearean tragedy because the moral reform that was intended to take place in the 

audience and in society at large was its foremost concern, and a condition not only for 

the fiction to be accepted, but for it to be liked.  

With the ascendancy of sensibility, even comedy would be viewed as an improper 

genre altogether if any moral improvement was at stake, in spite of the fact that such a 

genre as “reform comedy” did exist at the time.
1
 Writing advice for his daughters’ moral 

education, an author of ‘Conduct’ Literature would direct them not to attend 

representations of comedies, as they were ‘offensive to delicacy’, whereas tragedy 

contained ‘sorrows’ that would ‘soften and ennoble your hearts’
2
. This raises the 

question whether generic impurity was not the only objection to moral improvement, 

but there was something in comedy intrinsically detrimental to the moral impact of the 

literary work.  

The manifestation of this didactic purpose in each element in a novel, then, be it 

its characters, its dialogue, its setting or its plot, was likely to permeate any readings of 

the text, particularly so if the element that excites criticism, such as genre hybridism, 

had already been discussed extensively. Walpole may have defended a certain mode of 

writing fiction that challenged contemporary models of taste and decorum (in this case, 

in favour of a more natural imitation of reality); however, asserting, like E.J. Clery does, 

that any moral instrumentality is removed from the text,
3
 may result in a simplified view 

of the dynamics of exemplarity in the genre. However weak the explicit moral appended 

to the novel was (even in the words of the author-as-translator, who wished for a more 

“useful” one), the discussion of moral lessons to be obtained from its reading was not 

                                                           
1 See Gollapudi (2013).  
2 Gregory (1774), cited in Vivien Jones (1990). The tragedies he referred to were most probably 
what has been termed as She-Tragedies, that is, highly sentimental and focused on the intense 
emotions of a suffering female figure (Hall and Macintosh, 2005). 
3 Clery (1995), pp.63-66. 
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absent from the first Preface, and regarding the subject of genre “impurity”, we could 

note that the argument against the intrusion of comedy into tragedy was, essentially, its 

undermining effect on catharsis. Therefore, the very apology of comical characters in 

the second Preface carries with it a defence of those characters’ contribution to the 

moral tenor of the novel. 

One crucial element that reflects the complexity of taste and morality, then, is 

mimesis and identification of the reader with the characters. The argument was strong 

enough at the time that by identifying with a fictional character’s vicissitudes, including 

lowly and comical ones, the audience could engage in some sort of moral improvement. 

This was upheld against Voltaire’s criticism of Shakespeare in the second Preface of 

Otranto: through this defence of the poet as ‘the great master of nature’, the novel 

would be spared the criticism against genre hybridism, as Shakespeare is claimed to be 

its “model”.
4
 But Walpole need not have gone to such lengths to justify his less noble 

characters. His statement that ‘[his] rule was nature’, and that he intended to make his 

characters ‘think, speak and act, as it might be supposed mere men and women would 

do in extraordinary positions’ would serve to imply that there is indeed a moral 

usefulness in depicting characters that the reader can identify with, since the observation 

                                                           
4 The same argument is at the core of Lady Elizabeth Montagu's ardent apology of 
Shakespeare's histories against Voltaire's views: the characters being human, we feel 'every 
moment, that they are of the same nature as ourselves. Their precepts therefore an 
instruction, their fates and fortunes an experience, their testimony an authority, and their 
misfortunes a warning' (Montagu, 1769, p.81). We find it again in the introductory discourse to 
Joanna Baillie's Plays on the Passions: 'But if [men] are not represented to us as real and 
natural characters, the lessons we are taught from their conduct and their sentiments will be 
no more to us, than those we receive from the pages of the poet or the moralist.' (Baillie, p.10) 
Montagu's defence of Shakespeare echoes that of Walpole in its attack of Voltaire, while 
Baillie's runs alongside Walpole's as a vindication of the author's artistic choice, an apology 
both as a defence and as an excuse. We will later focus on the significance of prefaces and 
other kinds of paratext in our perception of characters. 
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of nature was after all a classical rule.
5
 We will argue, however, that the Gothic genre, 

and particularly its instances of hybridism, ‘blending’, or penchant for the liminal, 

renders the issues of taste and didacticism in literature extremely complex, and even 

contradictory or ambiguous. How are the rule of nature and the presence of the 

supernatural reconciled? How can the extremes of sensibility that are supposed to excite 

sympathy, the motor for the betterment of society, be read as excessive, and therefore 

pernicious, affectivity?  

This complication of the Gothic’s aesthetic and moral stances derives, we believe, from 

the complexity in characterization that we are drawing attention to. As we have just 

pointed out, it is through the definition of characters that feeling and morality are 

mediated in novels, which makes of reader identification with the character a crucial 

point in any discussions of a text’s propriety and critical approbation. The awareness of 

a complex system of references in characterization gives us a vantage point to explore 

the intricacies of convention and recognition of a character, and will allow us to identify 

one of the central tensions in characterization in the Gothic genre: the ordinary versus 

the extraordinary. Through iteration of formulaic patterns, such as those with 

superlative constructions, or those featuring phrases like “uncommonly interesting” or 

“uncommon beauty”, the unconventional aspects of a character are brought to the fore, 

while at the same time they will be made frequent enough to be recognisable as the 

standard, either within the novel or the genre at large, making of the resulting ambiguity 

one of the best examples of complexity at different scales in Gothic fiction. It 

constitutes also an instance of hybridism or “blending” inasmuch as the delineation of 

                                                           
5 This view is shared by Clery in her introductory matter to the 1996 Oxford Classics edition of 
Otranto (Clery, 1996), where she points out that Walpole uses the argument of the imitation of 
nature in the second Preface to moderate his own case against the novel's weak moral in the 
first Preface. This goes against her previous claim that Walpole obliterated all moralizing 
mechanisms in his novel. 
 



72 
 

characters who, by their uncommon attributes, are detached from conventional reality, is 

a technique shared by the fairytale. To Walpole’s alleged blending of “the two kinds of 

romance” we must add an influence from fairytale that goes well beyond mere 

inspiration, at least as far as characters are concerned: a propensity towards the 

stereotype, towards abstraction and perfection, which formulaic composition serves 

only too well. Yet the Gothic character is not simply a copy of the fairytale hero or 

heroine: we will show that it is placed in a liminal position between the exceptional and 

the typical, and particularly so regarding those traits that define the character’s aesthetic 

or moral position, whose weight in formulaic frequency betrays the genre’s didactic 

purpose. Thus, identifying several other aspects of the character which are rendered 

ambiguous, indeed in-between two opposing states, will enable us to postulate that the 

genre’s complex system of references is one key reason why moral improvement from 

imitation is problematic in the Gothic.  

It is also our aim to outline how this network of meaning gains complexity as the genre 

evolves, and as other forms of blending take centre stage in its production, since, as we 

mentioned earlier, the Gothic genre can be said to make use of such blending as a 

generative logic. Even if our focus is maintained on characterization, with elements 

drawn from fairytale, drama, sentimental novels or conduct books, which would provide 

role models for fiction and society alike (especially regarding ideals of femininity), this 

interplay of imitation and originality can be observed also at different levels, such as 

language (through formulaic composition, as we show in this section) and plot (see 

chapter 7). The genre itself seems to inhabit a “third space” between what Cawelti 

loosely termed as “mimetic literature” and “formulaic literature”, and even if the author 

himself agreed that these terms were representative of two extremes that are rarely, if 
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ever, manifested,
6
 the fact that the genre as a whole sharply reflects the tension between 

these two poles completes the self-similar pattern of meaning at increasingly wider 

scales that we are seeking to evidence. This section will take us, in section 3, to an 

exploration of the genre’s marked conventions with the angle that complex systems 

theory will have provided us with, to suggest that the wealth of references generated by 

repetition and formulaic language invites us to consider genre conventions as a process 

unfolding with each iteration, tending towards stability but also towards complexity. 

 

 

                                                           
6 Cawelti, 1977 (p.13). He tied the boundaries of the story's credibility to its capacity to serve 
the function of "escape", a concept that encompassed, among other elements, the reader's 
unfulfilled desires and accomplishment of a moral design. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONVENTIONAL UNIQUENESS 

 

The declaration of a sinner who repents after undergoing due punishment could well be 

the following sentence: “I have been punished for my presumption and duplicity—it has 

made me look into myself” (p.83). Uttered by the heavenly Matilda in The Castle of 

Wolfenbach, however, it makes us wonder at her severity on herself. For who would 

doubt Matilda’s virtue? Hers, we are told repeatedly throughout the novel, is not a 

common personality. A young woman “with uncommon attractions” (p.10) in an 

“uncommon situation” (p.10), who has the advantage of being “blest with uncommon 

penetration” (p.90) and of possessing “the Count’s disinterested and uncommon 

passion” (p.131), the use of “uncommon” seems to counteract any attempts to find 

verisimilitude in the novel. Where Walpole signalled the improbability of plot when 

explaining that he wanted to show what “mere men and women would do in 

extraordinary positions,”
7
 Parsons signals the extraordinary in her characters. And while 

events and incidents are also very often extraordinary (see chapter 7) the presence of 

“uncommon” to refer to character traits is pervasive across authors. Julia, in A Sicilian 

Romance, is “uncommonly susceptible of the charms of harmony” (A Sicilian Romance, 

ch.I, p.4), and the nuns she has the chance to converse with were “uncommonly 

amiable” (A Sicilian Romance, ch.VIII, p.113). Several characters in The Mysteries of 

Udolpho furnish us with more instances, such as Emily’s “uncommon delicacy of mind” 

(Udolpho, vol.1, ch.I, p.5). The minute, loosely formulaic description of some 

characters’ countenances further qualifies their uniqueness: the Marchioness’s 

countenance of “uncommon beauty” (Udolpho, vol.1, ch.X, p.104), and M. Bonnac’s 

                                                           
7 Walpole: 7-8. 
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“uncommonly interesting” countenance (Udolpho, vol.4, ch.XVI, p.649) share a shade 

of sorrow and melancholy brought about by the endurance of misfortune. Two of the 

most paradigmatic Gothic villains, Ambrosio and Montoni, are equally “uncommonly 

handsome” (Udolpho, vol.1, ch.II, p.23; The Monk, vol.1, ch.I, p.18). The use of this 

pattern, we believe, is a manifestation of the tendency to accentuate the extreme in the 

character, to overemphasize beyond what the actions of the characters can tell about 

either their incorruptible or their monstrous nature (which is not to say that actions, 

gestures, situations are not eloquent in their depiction of unconventional character, a 

topic that will occupy us later). This emphasis placed upon the unconventional in the 

characters shares with characterization in the fairytale an aim at “shaping (…) the 

Marvellous through enhancement”, in Aguirre’s words,
8
 a technique that, conveniently 

undertaken by most texts within the Gothic genre “sets up patterns which abstract these 

characters from the ordinary and raise them to the level of the archetypal.”
9
 With the 

reiteration of notions of excess, of extremity, language repeats, restates, retells, with the 

aim of maintaining the character within the confines of the stereotype. Keeping the 

character within the bounds of a type, particularly in the case of heroines, determines 

our interpretation of her actions, as it helps to configure what we have termed “a 

discourse of determinism” opposed to a “discourse of free will”.
10

 As we remarked in 

our study of characterization in The Castle of Wolfenbach, “[t]he description of Matilda 

as an inherently virtuous and noble individual thus contributes to our perceiving her as a 

fantastic creature, a fairy tale heroine, which other traits of her character help to 

construct (...): her extreme beauty, her ability to subdue the worthy and excite the envy 

of the vulgar, even her orphaned condition configure for the reader a frame of reference 

                                                           
8 Aguirre, 2007 (p.120) 
9 (ibid:120) 
10 Sánchez, introduction to The Castle of Wolfenbach, 2009, pp. xlix-xcvii. 
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to the fairy tale related to a fixed course of events that can be anticipated by the reader 

that recognizes the reference.”
11

 

Acknowledging this influence of the folktale in characterization means that our 

encounter with the extraordinary in the Gothic narrative represents, first of all, a stylistic 

quality: the fact that the folktale presents to us “extremes in figures, (...) 

correspondingly extreme fates, whether temporary or permanent, (...) extreme dangers 

(...) and extremely difficult tasks” is, according to Max Lüthi, a realization of the 

genre’s aspiration for stylistic abstraction.
12

 Perfectionism is, he indicates, a vital 

property of the wondertale, which would seek beauty not by committing itself to any 

ideals of beauty, but by emphasizing “its high degree, its perfection” (author’s 

emphasis.)
13

 Extremes become a matter of “formal completion”, just a strand of the 

application of an aesthetic principle that favours beauty “in its entire narrative form, 

stylistically and structurally”. Such harmony of composition is a characteristic, he 

argues, of literature as a whole, which strives to be “consistently shaped”. The Gothic 

genre tends indeed to a consistency of composition, with a presence of the extreme and 

the excessive that surfaces at different levels, from the very ‘excess’ of wording 

provided by iteration, to the various notions of extremity that we intend to delineate in 

this section. 

As happened in the case of the use of formulaic patterns with formulaic adjective 

phrases, iteration operates at the level of the individual text, providing the character 

with a certain stability, seeking to “fix”, as it were, the position of the character on 

either side of the line that separates virtue and vice (how successful this attempt at 

stability is we will see later); at the level of the genre, it generates archetypes whose 

                                                           
11 ibid.: lxxv. 
12 Lüthi, 1987:57. 
13 ibid: 57. 
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attributes can be increased, reinforced, challenged, or distorted across different novels. 

In this sense, a masculine character’s depiction as “the most amiable man [Matilda] had 

ever seen” (the Count in The Castle of Wolfenbach) contributes to constructing an out-

of-the-ordinary personality, to be confirmed by other expressions of his superlative 

worth (and, of course, by his behaviour and words). At the intertextual level it fulfills 

the function of complying with the pattern of the archetypal suitor of the heroine, 

worthy of her singular virtue and beauty, while at the same time adding to the 

composition of the archetype out of which other individual characters will be moulded. 

Finally, the contrast between extreme characters serves to convey a moral message 

more forcefully, since it becomes easier to make them stand for abstract notions like 

virtue, self-command or envy. Here we hint at a “conventionally unique” quality of the 

characters, especially perceived in the case of heroines, but also in secondary characters, 

like the aforementioned Marchioness and M. Bonnac in Udolpho, who are both defined 

as uncommon, yet share the same reflection of wretched memories upon their 

countenance. We will suggest that the paradox defined by the expression “conventional 

uniqueness” will ultimately structure several aspects of characterization, and will carry 

implications for the novels’ didactic purposes (see section 3).  

We have already observed the recurrence of the word “uncommon” as a form of 

highlighting the unconventional and extraordinary in the novels, a function also 

performed by superlative constructions. A quantitative search in any given novel will 

yield results that show the inescapability of superlatives: Radcliffe’s The Italian 

contains 47 instances of the construction “the most”, 23 instances of “utmost”, 7 

instances of “more than usual(ly)”, and 4 of “more than ever”. The frame narrative that 

introduces the story opens with the sight of a mysterious character that simply can’t be 

ignored: “There was something too extraordinary in the figure of this man, and too 
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singular in his conduct, to pass unnoticed by the visitors.” (The Italian, vol.1, ch.I, p.1) 

When he enters the confessional that gives the novel its subtitle, one of the travellers 

describes it as “one of the most gloomy spots I ever beheld”. We are prepared, thus, for 

an account of extraordinary events. The Castle of Wolfenbach spares no superlatives in 

its descriptions of the heroine, Matilda, who is said to be “under the most unfortunate 

circumstances” (p.75), “overwhelmed with the most painful emotions” (p.83), “a prey to 

the most dismal apprehensions” (p.110); as the daughter of “the most beautiful woman 

in Naples” (p.112), according to her uncle, she must be nothing less than “the most 

beautiful infant [Weimar] ever saw” (p.46). The list amounts to 102 instances of the 

word “most”, of which 53 are constructions with a superlative sense, not including 

expressions like “the utmost” (3 instances), “more than ever” (4 instances) and “more 

… than any” (1 instance). Combinations of the superlative with “ever” are also 

numerous, so that, in being reminded that something establishes a maximum in 

somebody’s life, the feeling of momentousness is never lost. Thus, Matilda’s first 

encounter with the Countess of Wolfenbach was not only an enjoyable time, but “the 

most pleasing she had ever known” (p.13), Bertha considers the girl “the best and most 

courageous lady [she] ever saw in [her] life” (p.13), English women are for the Count 

“more fascinating than any other nation [he] ever saw” (p.39), and so forth. Finally, an 

element that leads to the abstraction of Matilda’s character is the identification with 

values she displays: “she is truth and virtue itself” (p.42), and “she is truth and goodness 

itself” (p.87), an embodiment of virtue that other characters can only try to imitate to 

improve themselves, as the Marquis advises the Count to do when Matilda refuses to 

marry him: “prove your esteem for such an extraordinary exertion of virtue and 

prudence, imitate an example for deserving praise, and be assured the trial, however 

severe at present, will afford you satisfaction hereafter” (p.80). 
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The descriptions of absolute beauty in Lewis’s The Monk may justifiably seem clichéd: 

trite as they may sound, comparisons like “Were I permitted to twine round my fingers 

those golden ringlets, and press with my lips the treasures of that snowy bosom!” (The 

Monk, vol.1, ch.II, p.41) owe much to some fairytale and oral tradition conventions. 

They do not strive for originality, but for an abstract representation of beauty that 

resorts to comparisons with precious stones and metals (gold in this case), as well as 

with natural elements of conventional aesthetic value, like snow. In the following 

example, the brilliance of diamonds and the sweetness of heaven are evoked to describe 

Antonia’s eyes: “her mild blue eyes seemed an heaven of sweetness, and the crystal in 

which they moved sparkled with all the brilliance of Diamonds” (The Monk, vol.1, ch.I, 

p.12). Other elements of the description resort to superlatives, and to the conventional 

freshness of roses: “But then her lips were of the most rosy freshness; (...) Her throat 

was full and beautiful in the extreme; Her hand and arm were formed with the most 

perfect symmetry” (ibid.).
14

 These are descriptions that we might consider as “doubly 

conventional”, in that they belong to a recognizable tradition that predates the 

convention they create by their formulaic use in this genre.  

The descriptions of Ambrosio also award us with one characteristic of the folktale 

narrative form: the single flaw or exception in an otherwise perfect element, which only 

serves to make perfection more clearly visible. “Nowhere”, to quote from Lüthi, “does 

the tiny imperfection stand in such clear contrast to perfection as in the fairytale, for no 

                                                           
14

 The generally accepted ideal of beauty, however, was that which favoured sensibility and 
delicacy of mind: "Yet it was rather bewitching than beautiful; It was not so lovely from 
regularity of features as from sweetness and sensibility of Countenance"(The Monk, vol.1, ch.I, 
p.11). It is hard to believe, though, that the account we are being given is of anything other 
than extreme beauty, even if it is qualified mainly as "bewitching". We will later discuss similar 
occurrences of the formulaic uses of the traits such as sensibility, delicacy or simplicity, which, 
we suggest, are manifestations of virtue that lend inner as well as outer beauty to the 
personage. 
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place else is perfection pushed so far”.
15

 But the exception also makes this perfection 

conceivable, commensurable with a human world.  

He is now thirty years old, every hour of which period has been passed in study, 

total seclusion from the world, and mortification of the flesh. Till these last three 

weeks, when He was chosen superior of the Society to which He belongs, He had 

never been on the outside of the Abbey walls: Even now He never quits them 

except on Thursdays, when He delivers a discourse in this Cathedral which all 

Madrid assembles to hear. His knowledge is said to be the most profound, his 

eloquence the most persuasive. In the whole course of his life He has never been 

known to transgress a single rule of his order; The smallest stain is not to be 

discovered upon his character; and He is reported to be so strict an observer of 

Chastity, that He knows not in what consists the difference of Man and Woman. 

The common People therefore esteem him to be a Saint.’  

The Monk, vol. 1, ch. I, p.17, our emphasis 

  

That the man would never abandon the abbey is an absolute which the exception of 

Thursday sermons makes just possible. The rest of his characterization, however, shows 

no crevices in his virtue. It is only when we learn of his pride that the theme of the 

single imperfection comes into view again, allowing Lewis to skilfully increase the 

horror of his atrocities, since the simplest means of making the most heinous crimes 

even more shocking is framing them by perfect virtues. The Monk teems with 

superlative expressions: those with the suffix –est amount to 127 instances, while “the 

most” appears 114 times. 

Such extraordinary characters can only excite the most extraordinary feelings in those 

who know them. In consequence, passions grow inordinately, bringing about the most 

exceptional events.
16

 The Castle of Wolfenbach is a case in point for rapid growth of 

                                                           
15 Lüthi, op.cit.: 59. 
16 We must note here that, even if we apply adjectives like “extraordinary”, “exceptional” or 
“uncommon” indistinctly to characters, events or passions, each of these nodes has a specific 
set of collocates: "uncommon" is most prominent in the description of qualities, while the 
adjective "extraordinary", for instance, collocates almost exclusively with events: extraordinary 
adventure, extraordinary occurrences, extraordinary circumstances, events of an extraordinary 
nature, or simply the exclamation "this is very extraordinary!" (which features in Udolpho 
several times). 
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feeling. Matilda’s qualities make her increasingly attractive in the eyes of the Count, 

until he falls passionately in love with her (as witness his fervid declaration of love 

before the whole group of friends, where he uncovers his “violent” emotions (p.84)). He 

is already the second man to fall a prey to her charms, since Weimar also confesses that, 

as the years rolled by, he grew “passionately fond of her” (p.115), while the young 

Count, Frederic, is said to admire her “exceedingly” (p.134). Not in a romantic fashion, 

but as a father, does the Marquis love her, to the extent that he says he “could not love 

[his] own child better” (p.73). The whole family “love her exceedingly” (p.73), the 

adverb recurring (ten times in the novel) to account for the excess of feeling that 

proliferates around these phenomenal people. But although these feelings appear to be 

increased with greater acquaintance, the attributes of a character, whether inner or outer, 

are evident enough at first glance. The virtues of Matilda are not so much shown as 

confirmed by her actions, since her very face heralds her excellence. The recurring 

theme of a correspondence between a heroine’s internal and external beauty is 

expressed in terms that give corporeality to virtue (as virtue surfaces and is literally seen 

by other—virtuous—characters), making of them eminently “transparent” persons, for 

whom duplicity or artfulness are impossible.
17

 This coincidence between inner and 

outer beauty is embedded in the larger frame of the theme of appearance and reality in 

the genre, whose examination we will start by the analysis of the formulaic expressions 

featuring the word “countenance”.  

We have seen that Matilda is capable of exciting intense emotions in those who get to 

know her, that is, as a result of a long acquaintance in which they have the opportunity 

to witness her various merits. On the other hand, the transparency of her character, her 

                                                           
17

 References to Matilda's candour or sincerity accentuate this quality, which in the case of the 
Count, who possesses it as well, is an expression of his conformance to the stereotype of the 
English educated man, as we explained in chapter 1, and on which we will elaborate in chapter 
4 below. 
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lack of duplicity, also allows her personality to be perceived as early as upon a first 

meeting, as is pointed out when the Count sees her for the first time: “A character so 

new to the world, which was easily understood in a short visit, from the frankness and 

naiveté of her manners, could not fail of engaging the attention and esteem of the 

Count” (p37). Her face is also endowed with similar features as her manners (as both 

are part of her outward self), so that “naiveté” is replaced by “ingenuity” in a 

subsequent account of her personality made by the Count: “that ingenous [sic] 

countenance speaks a heart which never knew deception” (p.42). Countenance and 

manners are clearly in accordance, but in Radcliffe’s novels they are also paired 

consistently. Her style, which, as we have discussed in section 1, favours binary 

constructions, produces different combinations of the collocation of countenance and 

manners, strengthening the idea of their congruity. Two novels particularly rich in this 

collocation, The Mysteries of Udolpho and The Italian, furnish us with numerous 

examples: “The innocent countenance of the woman, and the simplicity of her manner 

in relating her grievance, inclined St. Aubert to believe her story” (Udolpho, p.52); “his 

countenance and manners would have won him the acquaintance of St. Aubert” 

(Udolpho, p.56); “though his countenance and manner had continually expressed his 

admiration of her, he had not otherwise declared it” (Udolpho, p.89); “[t]he haughty 

sullenness of her countenance and manner” (Udolpho, p.183); “Maddelina attending her 

only at her repast, whose gentle countenance and manners soothed her more than any 

circumstance she had known for many months” (Udolpho, p.418); “[t]he countenance, 

the manners and the recollected words of Barnardine, when he had spoken of her aunt, 

confirmed her worst fears” (Udolpho, p.347); “a considerable portion of humour, which 

displayed itself not so much in words, as in his manner and countenance, in the archness 

of his dark, penetrating eye, and in the exquisite adaptation of his gesture to his 
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idea” (The Italian, p.70); “whose countenance and manners announced so fair a mind” 

(The Italian, p.97); “his manner and countenance assumed a calm dignity” (The Italian, 

p.198). This confirms our earlier theory that manners were in the 18
th

 century a further 

field for the display of inner virtue (viz. our discussion of the portrayal of the Count as a 

desirable husband). As such, they were susceptible of manifesting either inner beauty or 

mere superficiality.
18

 For descriptions of heroines and virtuous characters in general 

(such as helpers of the heroine, her love interest, certain relatives, etc.), manners 

invariably reinforce all the attributes heralded by countenances, and so they display 

inner beauty without any hints of dissimulation, an ability which, as we will see shortly, 

is exclusive to base characters. 

The inner self, this discourse seems to point out, is mirrored by the outer, affecting our 

concept of beauty: beauty must be, strictly speaking, the letter of introduction to a 

virtuous soul: “[c]andour and good nature will give beauty to the most indifferent faces, 

whilst envy and malice will render the most beautiful persons truly contemptible” 

(Wolfenbach, p.138, our emphasis). What changes is not so much our perception of 

beauty, but our appreciation of it. The message conveyed by a sentence like the one 

quoted seems to be that beauty, like nobility, signifies nothing if not accompanied by 

virtue. As was the case for the prototype of the educated man, there must be a balance 

between outward and inward virtues: polished manners without a true education of the 

mind render a caricature of accomplishment, a garrulous gallant that is the object of 

                                                           
18 (Cohen, 1996:42-54). Regarding the formula itself, we must note that, when the character is 
masculine, there is a certain tendency to replace "manner" with "air": "St. Aubert thanked him 
for the offer, and, pleased with his chevalier-like air and open countenance, asked him to take 
a seat in the carriage" (Udolpho, p.31) ; "[h]is air and countenance were equally repulsive" (The 
Italian, p.221); "it is certain his manner no longer betrayed any symptom of conscious guilt. His 
countenance was firm and even tranquil, and his air dignified." (The Italian, p.355); "Ellena had 
been struck by the spirit and dignity of his air, and by his countenance, so frank, noble, and full 
of that kind of expression, which announces the energies of the soul." (The Italian, p.9)  
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mockery. For a woman, fairness is not enough either; moreover, it is the source of vices 

like vanity or envy (of which the villainous Mme. De Fontelle is accused in the passage 

cited), while virtue, in its turn, has the power to convey beauty to the face. 

We find different variations of this formula throughout this and other novels, and thus 

we see that the heroine’s merit, or her mind, are “legible in her countenance” 

(Wolfenbach ,pp.26, 28); or that she can be introduced to the most respectable people, 

fearless of the consequences, since her countenance “is a letter of recommendation to 

every heart” (p.6), or “needs no recommendation” (Wolfenbach, p.25). A countenance’s 

expressiveness is actually the most remarkable trait in many heroines, such as Emily in 

The Mysteries of Udolpho or Antonia in The Monk:  

“In person, Emily resembled her mother; having the same elegant symmetry of 

form, the same delicacy of features, and the same blue eyes, full of tender 

sweetness. But, lovely as was her person, it was the varied expression of her 

countenance, as conversation awakened the nicer emotions of her mind, that threw 

such a captivating grace around her.” 

 Udolpho, vol.1, ch.I, p.5, our emphasis 

 

With what delight did Ambrosio listen to the declaration of her artless gratitude! 

The natural grace of her manners, the unequalled sweetness of her voice, her 

modest vivacity, her unstudied elegance, her expressive countenance, and 

intelligent eyes united to inspire him with pleasure and admiration, While the 

solidity and correctness of her remarks received additional beauty from the 

unaffected simplicity of the language in which they were conveyed.  

The Monk, vol.2, ch.III, pp. 249-50, our emphasis 

 

Sometimes this trait is better conveyed by the character’s voice, whose sensibility 

transpires through a certain ineffable quality, usually mingled with unaffected grace 

when her artistic abilities are described: it is common to encounter a heroine whose 

singing or playing skill may not be particularly masterful, but who delights her audience 
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by means of a rich expression, capable of communicating sentiment. See, for example, 

Ellena di Rosalba in The Italian: 

 

The sweetness and fine expression of her voice attracted his attention to her 

figure, which had a distinguished air of delicacy and grace; but her face was 

concealed in her veil. So much indeed was he fascinated by the voice, that a most 

painful curiosity was excited as to her countenance, which he fancied must 

express all the sensibility of character that the modulation of her tones indicated. 

He listened to their exquisite expression with a rapt attention, and hardly withdrew 

his eyes from her person till the matin service had concluded.  

The Italian, vol.1, ch.I, p.5 

 

 

We read of Emily, in The Mysteries of Udolpho: “Emily touched her lute with that fine 

melancholy expression, which came from her heart.” Finally, notice how Julia, in A 

Sicilian Romance, enraptures her whole audience: 

 

The air was simple and pathetic, and she gave it those charms of expression so 

peculiarly her own. She struck the chords of her piana-forte (sic) in beautiful 

accompaniment, and towards the close of the second stanza, her voice resting on 

one note, swelled into a tone so exquisite, and from thence descended to a few 

simple notes, which she touched with such impassioned tenderness that every eye 

wept to the sounds. The breath of the flute trembled, and Hippolitus, entranced, 

forgot to play. A pause of silence ensued at the conclusion of the piece, and 

continued till a general sigh seemed to awaken the audience from their 

enchantment." 

  

A Sicilian Romance, ch.2, p.22 

 

 

Given the congruity between inward and outward qualities that the descriptions of the 

novel shape with these constructions, it is impossible to describe a heroine’s appearance 

without resorting to her inner beauty (her understanding, her amiable qualities, her soul, 

etc). The agreement between both makes of her person an ideal of harmony, as well as 

of virtue and beauty separately. Manners, like physical appearance, were part of the 

“public” extension of the self, and their correspondence with inner feelings, especially 

when opposed to artificious sophistication, has strong connotations of innocence and 
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virtue. These same connotations of sincerity, transparency, and through them, innocence 

and virtue, are conveyed in Radcliffe and Lewis by constructions with the word 

“simplicity”. They are, naturally, always applied to virtuous characters, so that Lewis’s 

“unaffected simplicity” in the cited paragraph becomes a tautology. In characters with 

an evil design, artfulness and cunning can be expected, by the same principle, by the 

opacity of their countenances, which suffer no change. A clear case in point is Schedoni 

in The Italian, whose unfeeling character is mirrored by an unaltered countenance: 

“Vivaldi advancing, the monk raised his eyes; his countenance suffered no change, as 

they met those of Vivaldi” (p.48); “[h]e repeated them in a louder tone, but still not a 

single line of Schedoni’s countenance acknowledged their influence” (p.103); “[b]ut, 

though [Schedoni’s] mind became clouded, his countenance remained unaltered; it was 

grave and thoughtful” (p.171); “Ansaldo again looked at Schedoni, with a scrutinizing 

eye; he fixed it long; but the countenance of Schedoni suffered no change” (p.342); 

“Schedoni, in the instant that he perceived him, seemed agitated; his countenance, for 

the first time, suffered some change” (p.342). Despite the narrator’s words in this last 

example, this is not the first time that his countenance betrays feeling, the supposed 

exception being in fact a marker of the importance of the situation.
19

 At Vivaldi’s 

mention about his past, we are warned of the exceptional effect that this intelligence has 

on the monk:  

Yet silent! Do you know the convent del Pianto? Do you know the confessional of 

the Black Penitents?” 

                                                           
19

 A similar use of the intensifying effect of the exception occurs in Udolpho, where Montoni's 
change in countenance serves to heighten the terrifying effect of the voices that are heard in 
the castle: 
 

'Listen!' said a voice.  
They were all again silent, and the countenance of Montoni changed. 'This is no illusion 
of the fancy,' said Cavigni, at length breaking the profound silence.—‘No,’ said Bertolini; 
'I heard it myself, now. Yet here is no person in the room but ourselves!' 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.2, ch.VII, p.290 
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Vivaldi thought he perceived the countenance of the monk suffer some change. 

“Do you remember that terrible night,” he added, “when, on the steps of that 

confessional, a tale was told?” — 

The Italian, vol. 1, ch. IX, p.105 

 

In the context of consistently unresponsive countenances, there is another situation 

where a villain’s reaction becomes significant by contrast, and this is by the effect of 

remorse. We notice this pattern in Schedoni’s conversation with Ellena, when she 

mistakenly believes that he, who had tried to murder her in her sleep, was in fact trying 

to save her. Managing first to hide his feelings behind a composed countenance, he then 

betrays his emotion, expressed through the already common formula of the change: 

As he unbarred the door, his hand trembled; but, when he entered the room, his 

countenance and manner had resumed their usual solemnity, and his voice only 

would have betrayed, to an attentive observer, the agitation of his mind. (...) As he 

advanced, he held forth his hand for her’s (sic), when, suddenly perceiving the 

dagger he had left in the chamber, he involuntarily withdrew his proffered 

courtesy, and his countenance changed. (...) Schedoni, meanwhile, to whom her 

thanks were daggers, was trying to subdue the feelings of remorse that tore his 

heart. 

The Italian, vol. 2, ch. X, pp.247-8, our emphasis 

  

The set expression is employed again in Udolpho, where the Countess of Villefort’s 

insensitive character is described in the following terms: “In the country, however, she 

generally affected an elegant languor, that persuaded her almost to faint, when her 

favourite read to her a story of fictitious sorrow; but her countenance suffered no 

change, when living objects of distress solicited her charity” (Udolpho, vol.3, ch.XIII, 

p.500). The use of “affected” here points us to an ability that these distinctly insensitive 

characters possess: control over their outward expression of feeling. Again, Schedoni 

and Montoni are representative cases. We read in Udolpho that “[t]he quickness of 

[Montoni`s] perceptions was strikingly expressed on his countenance, yet that 



88 
 

countenance could submit implicitly to occasion; and, more than once in this day, the 

triumph of art over nature might have been discerned in it” (Udolpho, vol.1, ch.XII, 

p.122). Emily, however, by entering his “private sphere” of domestic life, has picked up 

on the signs that give away his true feelings: “[s]he could scarcely have imagined, that 

passions so fierce and so various, as those which Montoni exhibited, could have been 

concentrated in one individual; yet what more surprised her, was, that, on great 

occasions, he could bend these passions, wild as they were, to the cause of his interest, 

and generally could disguise in his countenance their operation on his mind; but she had 

seen him too often, when he had thought it unnecessary to conceal his nature, to be 

deceived on such occasions” (Udolpho, vol.2, ch.IX, p.296). For the rest of characters, 

the countenance remains as a faithful indicator of emotion, and in the case of 

Radcliffe’s characters, of illness and even the proximity of death. 

Countenances as vehicles for expression of character or true feelings are indeed a 

pervasive motif: they speak or express, they utter or convey, declare or betray feeling 

more accurately than words could ever do: “Hippolita’s countenance declared her 

astonishment and impatience to know where this would end” (Otranto, p.48); “As she 

said this, her countenance expressed more alarm, than she dared to utter” (Udolpho, 

p.638); “St. Aubert was pleased, and conversed much with Emily, yet his cheerfulness 

was sometimes artificial, and sometimes a shade of melancholy would steal upon his 

countenance, and betray him” (Udolpho, pp.60-1); “while he took leave of her with a 

countenance so expressive of love and grief, as to interest the Count more warmly in his 

cause than before” (Udolpho, p.493); “‘Spare your words,’ said Montoni, seeing her 

about to speak, ‘your countenance makes full confession of your crime’“ (Udolpho, 

p.314); “She taxed him not with ingratitude; But her eyes filled with involuntary tears, 

and the soft melancholy of her countenance and voice uttered complaints far more 
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touching than words could have conveyed” (The Monk); “Bianchi (...) gave Ellena’s 

hand to Vivaldi, who received it with emotion such as his countenance, only, could 

express” (The Italian, p.39); etc. The countenance is also the seat of mixed feelings, 

which vie for display, in an exuberance of passions and sentiment that is common in 

Radcliffe and also appears in Walpole: “[s]urprise, doubt, tenderness, respect, 

succeeded each other in the countenance of the youth” (Otranto, p.57); “his 

countenance expressed at once impatience, alarm, and the consciousness of guilt” (The 

Italian, p.218); “[t]he Count looked with an air of surprise and enquiry at Montoni, 

whose countenance also was marked with surprise, but it was surprise mingled with 

indignation” (Udolpho, p.199); “her countenance immediately assumed a mingled 

expression of fear and resentment” (Udolpho, p.243); “his countenance expressed a 

happy union of spirit, dignity, and benevolence, which formed the principal traits of his 

character” (A Sicilian Romance, p.11); “[the Abate’s] countenance expressed at once 

astonishment and displeasure” (A Sicilian Romance, p.137); “and his countenance 

expressed at once sweetness and dignity” (A Sicilian Romance, p.16); “every 

countenance spoke pity, grief, and admiration”
 
(Wolfenbach, p.84).

20
  

The information conveyed by a countenance, even upon first sight, is invaluable to the 

discerning character, as it warns of the presence of villains and draws them nearer 

potential helpers, as we will see later. For the reader, too, the convention becomes 

familiar enough after a number of occurrences, and the most crystalline countenances 

                                                           
20 The abundance of examples indeed suggests that a longer study could be carried out just on 
the multiple variations of these formulae. Some other possibilities would include feelings 
spreading, overspreading, or diffusing themselves over a countenance (often adopted by 
Radcliffe and Lewis), countenances being softened or soothed by the effect of a warm 
sentiment, feelings fixing a countenance, and the effects of death on a countenance, 
expressed in various formulaic constructions that proliferate around the event of death in 
Radcliffe's novels.  
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can, paired with a character’s penetrating perception, confirm a suspicion, as is the case 

of Valancourt’s fall from grace in Udolpho: 

The lights, which were hung among the trees, under which they sat, allowed her a 

more perfect view of the countenance she had so frequently in absence 

endeavoured to recollect, and she perceived, with some regret, that it was not the 

same as when last she saw it. There was all its wonted intelligence and fire; but it 

had lost much of the simplicity, and somewhat of the open benevolence, that used 

to characterise it. Still, however, it was an interesting countenance; but Emily 

thought she perceived, at intervals, anxiety contract, and melancholy fix the 

features of Valancourt; sometimes, too, he fell into a momentary musing, and then 

appeared anxious to dissipate thought; while, at others, as he fixed his eyes on 

Emily, a kind of sudden distraction seemed to cross his mind. In her he perceived 

the same goodness and beautiful simplicity, that had charmed him, on their first 

acquaintance. The bloom of her countenance was somewhat faded, but all its 

sweetness remained, and it was rendered more interesting, than ever, by the faint 

expression of melancholy, that sometimes mingled with her smile. 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.3, ch.XIII, p.502, our emphasis  

 

We have highlighted here the most notorious and most revealing change in Valancourt’s 

countenance: his simplicity is lost, while Emily’s remains. Simplicity, which, as we 

indicated earlier, carries strong connotations of sincerity, is at this point in the novel 

steadfastly equated with innocence. For Emily, still, the rumours that Valancourt has led 

a dissolute life of gambling and debt in Paris will not be confirmed until his confession, 

and therefore the reader overtakes her in confirming that the reports are true. For the 

character, the knowledge gained by an open and frank countenance remains in the hazy 

area of intuition, a further expression of the penchant for the tiny imperfection, the 

“almost”, the “barely there” that we will again trace back to the folktale tradition in the 

next chapter. Interestingly, the same phenomenon occurs when a revealing countenance 

prefigures not only the nature of a character, but entire plot turns, by the same means 

suggested in section 1: through iteration and creation of a stereotype that becomes 

recognisable within the text and across texts, and to which we can ascribe typical 
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episodes in the plot, that in turn will enable us to recognize further instances in the 

resulting network of meaning (chapter 7). This is particularly the case for a motif in 

Radcliffean novels that we could dub “the found portrait”, whereby we are introduced to 

the misfortunes or the callous deeds of the character whose likeness the protagonist is 

looking at. In The Mysteries of Udolpho this happens twice, once with a miniature that 

turns out to represent the suffering Marchioness of Villeroi, St Aubert’s sister; the 

second time with a painting found in the castle of Udolpho, which represents its former 

inhabitant, a woman who we are led to believe was a victim of Montoni’s violence, but 

who was, we discover later, the Marchioness’s murderer, and whose crimes of passion 

we are invited to discover in her portrait. 

On examining the countenance she could recollect no person that it resembled. It 

was of uncommon beauty, and was characterized by an expression of sweetness, 

shaded with sorrow, and tempered by resignation (...) Emily still gazed on the 

countenance, examining its features, but she knew not where to detect the charm 

that captivated her attention, and inspired sentiments of such love and pity. Dark 

brown hair played carelessly along the open forehead; the nose was rather inclined 

to aquiline; the lips spoke in a smile, but it was a melancholy one; the eyes were 

blue, and were directed upwards with an expression of peculiar meekness, while 

the soft cloud of the brow spoke of the fine sensibility of the temper.
21

 

The Mysteries of Udolpho,vol.1, ch. X, p.104 

 

[The picture] represented a lady in the flower of youth and beauty; her features 

were handsome and noble, full of strong expression, but had little of the 

captivating sweetness, that Emily had looked for, and still less of the pensive 

mildness she loved. It was a countenance, which spoke the language of passion, 

rather than that of sentiment; a haughty impatience of misfortune--not the placid 

melancholy of a spirit injured, yet resigned. 

The Mysteries of Udolpho,vol.2, ch. VII, p.278 

                                                           
21 This kind of description of the suffering female, resumed in some of Emily's descriptions 
throughout the novel, helps to draw a parallel between the heroine's and the Marchioness's 
characters in their assumption of resignation. We will discuss this feature of the female 
character, as well as the effects of its iteration, in chapter 5.   
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The discourse built around the vast amount of information provided by countenances, 

and, in general, by the observation of appearance, is completed with references to the 

reliability of the method, by far the most complex aspect of the connection between 

appearance and reality. The reliability of countenances to read character and inner 

feeling is understood as a moral subject not only insofar as it distinguishes the 

transparent, innocent character from the deceitful one, but also as it determines the 

character’s judging skills. Finally, their confidence in their own judgment will also be 

contested in the novels. To return to one of the formulas employed in Wolfenbach, the 

insistence on the fact that Matilda’s face “needs no recommendation” is meant to 

emphasize that her goodness transpires to her very face, but it also implies that her new 

family do not need further proof of her worthiness once they have perceived her virtue 

by looking at her. Paradoxically, she manages to astonish those who know her by 

showing an ever-increasing exertion of fortitude, yet, from the point of view of 

convention, she is merely meeting the expectations created by that countenance which 

betrays her extraordinary value.
22

  

Judgment, understood here as the ability to read appearances and make a correct 

assessment of somebody else, is a quality that borders on the visionary for virtuous 

characters in the novel, who can discern perfectly between truthfulness and duplicity: 

they read innocence and sincerity in Matilda’s countenance, and she turns out to be the 

most admirable lady; Matilda, the person who is several times said to have a wonderful 

understanding (“excellent”, p.73; “strong”, p.78, even “natural”, pp.13, 49), does not 

need any guidance to “distinguish the selfish and fulsome attentions of the officious, 

from the approbation of the worthy and humble few who looked on her with eyes of 

                                                           
22 A hint to the conflict between “determinism” and “free will” to which we alluded at the 
beginning of this chapter. 
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kindness” (p.90), thanks to “her uncommon penetration”, and the fact that she is 

“capable of the nicest discrimination” (p.90). Congenial characters like Emily and Lady 

Blanche in Udolpho also become attached upon first acquaintance, as Lady Blanche’s 

father, the Count of Villefort, remarks: “The Count smiled at the youthful simplicity, 

with which his daughter yielded to first impressions” (Udolpho, p. 488). He approves of 

her trust in their unexpected guest because it reveals her compassionate nature, and 

because he himself had also formed a good impression of Emily at first sight: “though 

he chose to warn her of their danger, he silently applauded the benevolence, that could 

thus readily expand in confidence to a stranger. He had observed Emily, with attention, 

on the preceding evening, and was as much pleased with her, as it was possible he could 

be with any person, on so short an acquaintance” (Udolpho, p. 488). Emily, on her part, 

is such an acute observer or countenances that she discriminates different “styles”: 

“[s]he was soon summoned to breakfast, by the peasant’s daughter, a girl about 

seventeen, of a pleasant countenance, which, Emily was glad to observe, seemed 

animated with the pure affections of nature, though the others, that surrounded her, 

expressed, more or less, the worst qualities--cruelty, ferocity, cunning and duplicity; of 

the latter style of countenance, especially, were those of the peasant and his wife” ” 

(Udolpho, p. 414); “[the woman in the miniature had] the same style of countenance as 

that of her late father, and, while she gazed on it with fondness on this account, she even 

fancied a resemblance in the features” (Udolpho, p. 259). By this classification of 

countenances, Emily has intuited the family ties of the two characters, her father, and 

the Marchioness, his sister. But her father was not only a man who possessed a 

favourable style of countenance, he was a keen observer, too, and one who relied on his 

judgment: “[t]he innocent countenance of the woman, and the simplicity of her manner 

in relating her grievance, inclined St. Aubert to believe her story” (Udolpho, p. 52); 
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“though [Valancourt’s] countenance and manners would have won him the 

acquaintance of St. Aubert, who was very apt to trust to the intelligence of his own eyes, 

with respect to countenances, he would not have accepted these, as sufficient 

introductions to that of his daughter” (Udolpho, p. 56). 

It seems clear, then, that relying on appearances posits a certain danger, but virtuous 

characters in these novels feel mutual trust after a short time, with virtually no instances 

of error in judgment. The only mistaken judgment that does not conform to this pattern 

that we have identified takes place in The Monk: 

Her countenance had displeased me on the first moment of my examining it. Yet 

upon the whole her features were handsome unquestionably; But her skin was 

sallow, and her person thin and meagre; A louring gloom over-spread her 

countenance; and it bore such visible marks of rancour and ill-will, as could not 

escape being noticed by the most inattentive Observer. Her every look and action 

expressed discontent and impatience, and the answers which She gave Baptiste, 

when He reproached her good-humouredly for her dissatisfied air, were tart, short, 

and cutting. In fine, I conceived at first sight equal disgust for her, and 

prepossession in favour of her Husband, whose appearance was calculated to 

inspire esteem and confidence. His countenance was open, sincere, and friendly. 

The Monk, vol.1, ch.III, p.100 

  

In this passage narrated by a traveller lodged in a woodman’s house, Lewis seems to be 

ahead of his time in surprising the reader at the same time as his narrator when the 

woodman attacks the party of guests at his house—that is, unless the reader pays close 

attention to the adjective “calculated” to describe his appearance at the very end of the 

passage. His wife, it turns out, was oppressed by her criminal husband, and the narrator 

eventually recognizes which character traits and feelings he had misjudged:  

 

How different did She now appear to me! What before seemed gloom and 

sullenness, I now found to be disgust at her Associates, and compassion for my 

danger. 

The Monk, vol.1, ch.III, p.111 
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It is only those characters who have faults themselves, blinded by weaknesses such as 

their avarice or vanity, who question the usefulness of reading countenances. In the 

voice of these characters, the criticism will obviously run counter to the moral grain of 

the novel. Radcliffe, to reinforce Mme Cheron’s unsympathetic character, makes her 

expatiate on St Aubert’s supposed gullibility: 

‘Oh, then, this it seems is a younger brother,’ exclaimed her aunt, ‘and of course a 

beggar. A very fine tale indeed! And so my brother took a fancy to this young 

man after only a few days acquaintance!—but that was so like him! In his youth 

he was always taking these likes and dislikes, when no other person saw any 

reason for them at all; nay, indeed, I have often thought the people he disapproved 

were much more agreeable than those he admired;—but there is no accounting for 

tastes. He was always so much influenced by people’s countenances; now I, for 

my part, have no notion of this, it is all ridiculous enthusiasm. What has a man’s 

face to do with his character? Can a man of good character help having a 

disagreeable face?’—which last sentence Madame Cheron delivered with the 

decisive air of a person who congratulates herself on having made a grand 

discovery, and believes the question to be unanswerably settled. 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol. 1, ch. X, pp.111-2 

 

Confusing countenances with faces, Madame Cheron misses the point, as well as the 

opportunity of anticipating Montoni’s wickedness. A duplicitous character herself, who 

delights in superficial displays of wealth and false compliments, she cannot believe that 

there are such people that do not hide their intentions, and who in turn detect easily 

those who do.
23

 Other less virtuous characters like her will find that their immorality 

                                                           
23

 A further conversation of Madame Cheron with Emily proves to the reader, in a rather 
comical manner, that the habit of judging by the countenance could be undertaken by Mme 
Cheron when it suited her purpose, making her opportunistic as well as cynical: 

 
'O! that is no recommendation at all,' replied her aunt, with her usual readiness upon 

this topic; '[St Aubert] took such strange fancies to people! He was always judging persons 
by their countenances, and was continually deceived.' 'Yet it was but now, madam, that 
you judged me guilty by my countenance,' said Emily, with a design of reproving Madame 
Cheron, to which she was induced by this disrespectful mention of her father. 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.1, ch.XII, p.125 
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affects their discernment, and suffer the consequences of “judging of persons and 

appearances from the malignancy of their own hearts” (Wolfenbach, p.138), like the 

envious Mlle de Fontelle in Wolfenbach, or Schedoni in The Italian, who “saw only evil 

in human nature” (The Italian, p.52). Judgment is thus equated with virtue, blindness 

with vice, as the force of passions prevents some from truly apprehending what lies 

behind appearances. Those who, owing to their good disposition and their reasoning 

faculties, make a fair judgment, are hardly ever wrong—this seems to be the conclusion. 

Or is it? In the following chapters we will provide different interpretations of the 

language we have just dealt with, to show the indeterminateness of characterization in 

the novel, particularly as far as the heroine is concerned.  
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CHAPTER 4 

BLURRED BOUNDARIES OF VIRTUE 

 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, as we have seen, allows for no half-hearted portrayals of 

character. This is partly due to the strong didacticism of the novel: exemplary behaviour 

must in this case be not merely laudable, but the most admirable one has ever seen. The 

reader is called upon to compare the usual hardships of life with the heroine’s 

tribulations, and to conclude that the power of a virtuous mind can surmount any 

obstacles. However, for eighteenth-century criticism of fiction this principle was 

considered to be inoperative: models that thrive on extreme virtue do not resemble 

reality, and so they are unfit for imitation.
1
 In the introduction to her Plays on the 

Passions, Joanna Baillie performs the customary well-wrought vindication of her work, 

where she carefully defines its merits to entertain as well as instruct. She is one of the 

voices that argued against perfection of the models, claiming that “the perfectly wicked 

are as ill fitted for the purposes of warning, as the perfectly virtuous are for those of 

example”.
2
 Paradoxically, then, the more the character is forced towards an extreme in 

an attempt to evade the boundary between good and evil, the more blurred this 

boundary becomes, virtue getting dangerously close to vice. George Canning, in a 

discussion about fictional characters’ suitability for imitation, asked already in 1787 

“does not the excess of [Tom Jones’s] good qualities bear so strong an affinity to 

imperfection as to require a more matured judgment, a more accurate penetration, to 

                                                           
1
 Botting 2000:9-10. 

2 Joanna Baillie (1798), Plays on the Passions, in The Dramatic and Poetical Works of Joanna 

Baillie. London: Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans, 1853, p.9. We will return to Baillie's 

perspicacious theories as we deal with the subject of exemplary character and conduct from 

various angles throughout section 3, mainly in their relation to excess of sensibility and to 

sympathy and affect. 
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point out the line where virtue ends and vice begins?”
3
 This view testifies to the claim 

that, at least in what regards characterization, Gothic fiction is a liminal genre, 

concerned, as Fred Botting suggested, with “the disturbance of boundaries”.
4
 And 

liminality, the study of thresholds, transition areas, interface spaces, is central to our 

approach to the instabilities in the characters’ personalities insofar as any attempts at 

accurate definition must focus on the lines that delimit concepts. As for the type of 

analysis that occupies us, the assumption of a system’s complex nature will demand that 

we give the utmost attention to the boundary, to the threshold between notions; at the 

same time, it will demand that we be aware of the instability of those border lines, since 

non-linearity pertains to an organizational level between order and chaos (viz. 

introduction and chapter 1). Besides, the system’s self-replicating quality can provoke a 

feeling of never-ending intricacy: if we viewed this analysis as the mapping out of a 

fractal figure we would find that, as we delineate the boundaries with an increasing 

degree of detail, these reveal further fluctuations and paradoxes. Whenever we deal with 

complex elements, magnification does not render a neater image of the margin between 

two opposing categories, but a convoluted interaction that is never smoothed out.  

 The multiplicity of paradoxes that arise from such a scrutiny could start, as we 

suggested at the beginning, by the complications that an extreme characterization entails 

respecting the didactic purpose of the novels. These do not only extend to the 

paradoxical indeterminacy that Canning called attention to, but also to the difficulties it 

causes for imitation. Botting illustrates this point by equating romances and Gothic 

fiction with a distorting mirror, “its reflections exceeding the proper balance of 

identification and correction”.
5
 By focusing primarily on the character of Matilda, the 

                                                           
3 Canning (1787), quoted in Botting 2000:10.  
4 Botting 2000:9. 
5 Ibid:9. 
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heroine in The Castle of Wolfenbach, we undertake an analysis of this instability of 

character, and the resulting ambivalence of the concepts of perception, judgment, and 

feminine virtues like self-denial and delicacy. 

Let us consider again Matilda’s self-reprimand, “I have been punished for my 

presumption and duplicity”. Regardless of the extent to which we, as readers, may agree 

with these words, the fact that the character held up as a model of unblemished virtue 

accuses herself bespeaks the difficulty of defining virtuous and unprincipled behaviour 

in the novel. Her own nature as a virtuous character is compromised as different spheres 

of her identity are diametrically opposed: although her friends see her as an honourable 

companion, the heroine’s perception of herself seems to be marked by an excess of 

sensibility, which makes her see iniquity in her own actions, and accept she truly is an 

impostor. Curiously enough, when it comes to evaluating herself, Matilda does not 

stand on the side of the people who have “taste and discernment” (p.72), but agrees with 

the envious Mademoiselle de Fontelle. The two Matildas we had seen living in Paris—

the true and the false, the poor orphaned girl whose natural goodness makes her worthy 

of respect, and the little hypocrite who seeks to deceive decent people—are confused in 

this moment of reflection, in which she inverts the truth and falseness that had been 

established previously to identify herself with the pretender, shattering for an instant the 

harmony between appearance and reality constructed with the discourse we have 

analysed in the previous section: “I am humbled, my dearest madam, as all false 

pretenders ought to be” (p.82), she says to the Marchioness, once she has come to the 

conclusion that the only possible reparation of her fault is to retire to a convent. This 

decision, born after her reflection on her own behaviour, is instigated by her respect for 

her friends, but it is quickly suggested that, in leaving the family, she is hurting those 

who love her, as well as evidencing her too strict conception of right and wrong. The 
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Marchioness insists on the fact that she is “too susceptible” (p.83), while the Count of 

Bouville accuses her of making a decision “from romantic notions.” (p.84) If the readers 

of romance and Gothic fiction had to beware of imitating the unlifelike heroines in 

them, they could find a clear warning in the Count’s and the Marchioness’ words. 

Whether we interpret these comments as an endeavour to bring in realism by 

acknowledging Matilda’s extraordinary goodness, or a turn of the screw of extreme 

characterization, their immediate effect is that they set the heroine above the average 

goodness, both in reality and within her own world of preternatural virtue. She is too 

righteous by any standards but those of her own judgment. This is problematic insofar 

as a misjudgment of her personality on the part of another character, once her 

personality has been consistently constructed as virtuous, can be considered to be a fault 

of perception, a matter which we have discussed earlier: the character in question was 

wrong (and malicious, given that virtue and judgment, as we have seen, go hand in 

hand); however, the suggestion that Matilda’s identity can have been misapprehended 

by herself, by precisely the character whose discernment is deemed exemplary, 

destabilizes the boundary between virtue and vice. While it is true that her judgment is 

alternatively considered as “excellent” or possessed by “romantic notions”, her decision 

to retire from the world ultimately leads to a happy ending, and so it is not regarded 

solely as an act of cruelty towards her suitor and her friends, but becomes a further 

example of her much-praised self-denial. It is at the same time the epitome of her virtue 

and the excess that contaminates the image of perfect integrity, the best example of her 

exceptionality and its only blemish.  

The conflict we perceive between a heroine’s strict sense of honour and the excess that 

turns it into unnecessary severity with herself and others was made explicit in several 

works in the sentimental tradition. Employed both as a locus of moral contention and a 
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technique of plot development, the manifestation of a character’s extreme delicacy can 

be considered as a conventional theme in those novels and plays that, like The Castle of 

Wolfenbach, owe much to the novel of sensibility. In fact, “delicacy” was, like 

“sensibility”, “sentiment” and “susceptibility”, a term of fluid meaning, one of the 

nodes in a set of collocations where words were, on occasion, even interchangeable.
6
 It 

is when it assumes its meaning of acute considerateness and scrupulousness that it 

becomes most problematic, giving rise to moralising observations on the part of the 

narrator or other characters, in an attempt to draw the line between beneficial and 

harmful caution or modesty. And determining the parameters of pernicious excess is 

required because, as is the case with other moral virtues, modesty is a merit the heroine 

possesses in the extreme. For Matilda, for example, it is one of her inbred virtues, and 

the one that will first put her on her guard about Weimar’s intentions: 

 

He produced his books and drawings, the latter were very beautiful, but the 

attitudes and want of decent drapery confused and hurt me, for although I had 

never received any particular lessons on delicacy or modesty, yet there is that 

innate virtuous principle within us, that shrinks involuntarily from any thing 

tending to violate that sense of decency we are all, I believe, born with. 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.7 

 

“Yes, Sir, all this I acknowledge, and heaven can witness for me how grateful I 

was for your kindness, until my delicacy was alarmed by freedoms I thought 

improper from our near connexion.” 

“One question more, (said he;) should you have been offended at those freedoms, 

(as you call very innocent attentions,) had they been offered by a man who 

designed to make you his wife?” 

                                                           
6 See Rawson, 1985 (1992:331-354). For other explorations of the fluctuating, rich meanings of 
the field of sensibility, see Todd’s Senisibility: An Introduction (1986), Barker-Benfield’s The 
Culture of Sensibility: Sex and Society in Eighteenth-Century Britain (1992), Van Sant’s 
Eighteenth-Century Sensibility and the Novel: The Senses in Social Context (1993), and 
Csengei’s Sympathy, Sensibility and the Literature of Feeling in the Eighteenth-Century (2012). 
In this chapter, we will focus on the excesses of delicacy in its most distinctive meaning of 
scruple and modesty, while the next chapter will take us to an analysis of excessive 
susceptibility. 
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Matilda started, “His wife! ‘tis a strange question, but I answer, yes, Sir, I should; 

for confined as my knowledge of mankind was, nature and decency had taught me 

the impropriety of such behaviour.” 

 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.46 

 

Delicacy is marked in this way as a positive merit, and it will need to be further 

qualified to be understood as an obstacle to happiness and as a distorted moral principle. 

When Lord Delby looks for his friends’ support in obtaining the Countess of 

Wolfenbach’s hand in marriage, he deems his only “obstacle” to be “the lady’s over-

strained delicacy”. The Countess, it seems, rejects his offer because “she cannot 

approve of a second marriage” (p.133).
7
 He invites all the women in the party to offer 

their view on the subject. Expatiating on the applications and exceptions of the principle 

of delicacy, they agree that the lady in question is indeed excessively delicate in her 

refusal. Echoing Lord Delby’s “over-strained delicacy”, the Marchioness calls it “over-

delicacy”, and even, “no delicacy at all”:  

 

I must be permitted to add, that if a woman so situated declines the offer, from 

over-delicacy, which is no delicacy at all, and by so doing renders a worthy man 

wretched, and refines away her own happiness at the same time, I think her quite 

inexcusable, and deserving reproach from her friends. 

 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.133 

 

We observe many similarities in collocation in Radcliffe’s A Sicilian Romance: delicacy 

is “dangerous”, “an obstacle” and, contrary to the definition presented in The Castle of 

Wolfenbach, an acquired principle. When Hippolitus proposes marriage without her 

father’s consent, Julia remains in a stupor of hesitation, torn between an option that is 

“prompted” by her heart, and the delicacy that recommends that she guard her honour 

                                                           
7 This particular interpretation of delicacy is employed by Jane Austen in Sense and Sensibility, 
where Marianne Dashwood does "not approve of second attachments", and even asserts "that 
no one can ever be in love more than once in their life." (Austen, 1811 (1946: 55-6, 93)).  
Rawson rightly points out that, in the hands of Austen,  such strict adherence to the principle 
of delicacy is an object of ridicule and satire (Rawson, op.cit:346). 
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despite the future unhappiness that the alternative, marrying the Duke of Luovo, would 

bring her. But for “a mind like hers, exquisitely susceptible of the pride of honor”, the 

only consideration is to preserve her reputation. However, the choice is far from 

straightforward. First, in inducing a state of indeterminacy and suspenseful inaction, it is 

conventionally presented as an extraordinary exertion of fortitude.
8
 Delicacy becomes at 

this extreme both the expression of acute sensibility and the principle that must temper 

and restrain a passionate impulse.
9
 Second, the weight of Julia’s decision is stressed 

repeatedly. To end Julia’s prolonged state of perplexity Hippolitus harps on the 

consequence of her choice, and advises her to consult her own happiness against “the 

prejudices of education”: 

 

 “[W]hatever procures your happiness, will most effectually establish mine. Do 

not suffer the prejudices of education to render you miserable. Believe me, that a 

choice which involves the happiness or misery of your whole life, ought to be 

decided only by yourself.’ “ 

   

 A Sicilian Romance, ch.III, pp.62-3 

 

Whether innate or acquired, this strict sense of decency, when carried to the extreme, 

shares in the two novels the connotation of a hindrance to happiness. In A Sicilian 

Romance, Madame de Menon recounts her past misfortunes, and alludes to a “false 

delicacy”
10

 that precluded the happiness of a worthy couple, that of her best friend, 

Louisa, and her brother:  

                                                           
8
 In this sense, it follows the same pattern as the episodes of arresting sights or sounds that 

cause fear of the supernatural, usually encoded as "superstitions" or "apprehensions": while 
extreme susceptibility is generally presented as a virtue, it must be moderated. 
9 According to Rawson (1985:342-3),  it is possible to reconcile the seemingly opposed 
concepts of delicacy as modesty and sensibility, if we understand delicacy  not only as a 
regulator of inordinate feeling or improper displays of affection, but as an emotion "competing 
with them and also requiring expression." 
10 "False delicacy" may have been a common formula at the time, featuring even as the title of 

a play by Hugh Kelly, the comedy False Delicacy (1768). Again, the extremes of modesty and 

exaggerated scrupulousness are easily satirized. 
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‘My brother again departed without disclosing his sentiments; the effort it cost 

him was evident, but his sense of honor surmounted every opposing 

consideration. Louisa again drooped, and pined in silent sorrow. I lamented 

equally for my friend and my brother; and have a thousand times accused that 

delicacy as false, which withheld them from the happiness they might so easily 

and so innocently have obtained. 

A Sicilian Romance, ch. II, p.32 

  

The margins of excessive delicacy of sentiment, which must delimit real versus false 

delicacy, seem to depend on the limitations of the character’s judgment. Madame de 

Menon was able to perceive, at least in retrospect, that her brother’s self-restraint kept 

both him and Louisa from being happily united, while such knowledge was denied her 

brother at the time. This relationship between faulty discrimination and unnecessary 

modesty is made explicit in the following dialogue between Hippolitus and Julia’s 

brother, Ferdinand. Again, it is the character exercising too much delicacy who lacks the 

perception to guide him towards happiness: 

 

‘Do not,’ said Hippolitus, ‘make disappointment more terrible by flattery; neither 

suffer the partiality of friendship to mislead your judgment. Your perceptions are 

affected by the warmth of your feelings, and because you think I deserve her 

distinction, you believe I possess it. Alas! you deceive yourself, but not me!’ 

‘The very reverse,’ replied Ferdinand; ‘tis you who deceive yourself, or rather it is 

the delicacy of the passion which animates you, and which will ever operate 

against your clear perception of a truth in which your happiness is so deeply 

involved. Believe me, I speak not without reason:--she loves you.’ 

A Sicilian Romance, ch. III, pp.49-50, our emphasis 

  

It is hard to distinguish here between delicacy as acute sensibility and as restraint on the 

impulses of love, but like any powerful feeling, it can be designated a passion, one of 

whose typical faculties is that of blinding the character’s judgment, or his “perception of 
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truth”.
11

 In the light of such a strong sentiment, how can the person involved ever 

decide where the boundary is between appropriate and false delicacy? Equally difficult 

is to determine whether an excess of delicacy arises from or brings forth a faulty 

perception. Let us consider a second iteration of the “elopement proposal” episode, this 

time in The Mysteries of Udolpho. It is Emily now who, by virtue of her extreme 

delicacy, refuses Valancourt’s offer, the dangerous alternative in this case being not an 

undesirable marriage, but falling under Montoni’s control, moving with him and 

Madame Montoni to Italy. Disregarding Valancourt’s suspicions about Montoni’s 

objectionable character, Emily rejects the idea of eloping with Valancourt out of her 

sense of propriety and delicacy, and although she will later acknowledge to herself that 

she had erred in her judgment, she will not, even then, regret her caution. At the core of 

Emily’s decision, the one that embarks her on her fateful adventure with Montoni, is not 

only her perception of that character, which Emily refuses to change based on rumour, 

but more importantly, the form in which Valancourt presents it as a serious threat to her 

safety: 

 

Emily only sighed, while Valancourt proceeded to remonstrate and to entreat with 

all the energy that love and apprehension could inspire. But, as his imagination 

magnified to her the possible evils she was going to meet, the mists of her own 

fancy began to dissipate, and allowed her to distinguish the exaggerated images, 

which imposed on his reason. She considered, that there was no proof of Montoni 

being the person, whom the stranger had meant; that, even if he was so, the Italian 

had noticed his character and broken fortunes merely from report; and that, though 

the countenance of Montoni seemed to give probability to a part of the rumour, it 

was not by such circumstances that an implicit belief of it could be justified. 

These considerations would probably not have arisen so distinctly to her mind, at 

this time, had not the terrors of Valancourt presented to her such obvious 

exaggerations of her danger, as incited her to distrust the fallacies of passion. 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.1, ch.XIII, p. 158, our emphasis 

                                                           
11 Delicacy acquires here a truly ambiguous meaning: as a regulator of feeling, it was close to 
reason, and indeed, works such as the conduct book The Ladies Library call reason "the only 
true delicacy" (Steele, 1772:38). An expression such as Ferdinand's "delicacy of passion", 
however,  invites us to see it, as Rawson pointed out, as a full-fledged feeling, in this case a 
passionate one capable of impairing judgment, the opposite of reason (viz. footnote 9). 



106 
 

 

 

It is her perception of those “exaggerated images”, those “exaggerations of her danger”, 

that urge her to take a more rational approach to her appraisal of Montoni’s character. 

Her delicacy acts here as a check to “the fallacies of passion”, presupposing that 

whatever assumes a passionate form must be less truthful than a rational take on reality. 

Not even Montoni’s countenance, which for a virtuous and perceptive mind like the 

heroine’s does not hide his dark character, can counteract her rational opinion. It is 

suggested here that Valancourt might have had more chances to prevail on Emily had he 

presented his case in less intense language. As an excessively passionate character, his 

actions become objectionable at times, and his opinions less reliable. Interestingly, 

however, he believes that he should have expressed his apprehensions “more forcibly to 

her”, not knowing that it was precisely his insistence that kept Emily from believing 

him: 

At these moments, his hurried steps would have discovered to a spectator the 

despair of his heart. The character of Montoni, such as he had received from hints, 

and such as his fears represented it, would rise to his view, together with all the 

dangers it seemed to threaten to Emily and to his love. He blamed himself, that he 

had not urged these more forcibly to her, while it might have been in his power to 

detain her, and that he had suffered an absurd and criminal delicacy, as he termed 

it, to conquer so soon the reasonable arguments he had opposed to this journey. 

 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol. 2, ch.VIII, p.292, our emphasis 

 

 

Emily’s virtue becomes “an absurd and criminal delicacy” here,
12

 since it is opposed to 

reason, and, we may add, since it is blocking the character’s perception. As was the case 

with Julia in A Sicilian Romance, Emily’s is not an easy decision: though her 

penetration may have been flawed, her moral rectitude could only lead her to reject 

                                                           
12 The free indirect speech in these passages also testifies to the importance of perception 
when judging the principle of delicacy, its pertinence and its emplacement on either side of the 
line separating virtue and vice. 
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Valancourt’s proposition. Delicacy, as an antagonist of happiness, seems to be in these 

novels a key element in the dynamics of plot development: while she follows a clear 

moral dictum, the heroine is in fact delaying her own happiness and thus the story’s 

resolution. The plot extension that characterizes the genre often depends on these 

moments of ignorance and extreme apprehension, which are iterated keeping the same 

basic, paradoxical driving force displayed by the character. The same impulsive 

delicacy
13

 that, characterized as rationality, drives the heroine away from superstitious 

dread, from fear, from “the fallacies of passion”, is the impulse that drives her close to 

dangerous characters whom she insists on trusting despite a certain diffuse 

apprehension, a “she knew not exactly wherefore”.
14

 The consciousness of the character 

does not enable her to tap into that intuitive awareness—always close to unconscious 

knowledge, but never reaching a different level of perception—even if she has been 

qualified as having some innate virtues, inbred senses of propriety and modesty, which 

are supposed to help her conduct herself in society. In a world where deceptions, hidden 

motives and hidden spaces abound, knowledge or ignorance are key for the 

development of plot as well as for characterization, where adjectives such as “simple”, 

“innocent”, or “artless” provide the moral connotations for the delineation of the 

character’s virtue. Here we find again that, when driven to the extreme, there is one 

further loophole in the equation of judgment with virtue, in that it is at variance with the 

heroine’s innocence. Two prominent examples of problematic exceptional innocence 

                                                           
13 For, as a feeling and not only as a restraint on other feelings, it could overcome other 
sentiments (viz. Rawson, op.cit., p.343, and footnote 9). 
14 This quotation corresponds to Emily's second encounter with Montoni: "Emily felt 
admiration, but not  the admiration that leads to esteem; for it was mixed with a degree of 
fear she knew not exactly wherefore." (Udolpho, vol.1, ch.XII, p.122). The formulaic expression 
was common, including usually "dread", "fear" or "apprehension" in its construction: "[a]s she 
passed along the wide and lonely galleries, dusky and silent, she felt forlorn and apprehensive 
of--she scarcely knew what" (Udolpho, vol.2, ch.IX, p.308); "[a]s it drew near, she hesitated 
whether to retire; a thrilling curiosity inclined her to stay, but a dread of she scarcely knew 
what warned her to withdraw" (Udolpho, vol.3, ch.II, p.356). 
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are Antonia, in The Monk, and Matilda, in The Castle of Wolfenbach. An analysis of 

Matilda’s superior judgment will occupy us presently.  

Even if we assume that her inbred understanding will enable her to trust herself only to 

the worthy, Matilda’s innocence and artlessness demand of her protectors some 

attention to indoctrinating her about the cunning that surrounds her—indeed, why 

should she call the Marchioness her “monitress” if she did not regard her as someone 

she can learn from? The infallibility of Matilda’s awareness, and with it, the superiority 

of virtue over the passions, will be put to the test with an artful character that nobody 

will assume to be so: Mrs. Courtney, who nobody (not even the exceptionally sensitive 

heroine) suspects can be deceitful in any way. Although no-one knows about the letters 

she writes to Matilda, everybody is surprised at the attitude she takes when the girl is 

about to leave the family for the convent (“Can this be Mrs. Courtney? (cried the 

Countess) my God, what a change!” p.91). Only the Marquis senses her infatuation for 

the Count, but he does not seem to guess that she is going to deceive Matilda either. To 

account for this change in her behaviour, it is suggested that she has been led by other 

people more deceitful than herself, and her changeable disposition is finally explained 

as a problem of fortitude: she lets herself be dominated by her passions, and does not 

exhibit “active virtues”, like self-denial or endurance. However, we believe that, 

although there has been a change in Mrs. Courtney’s behaviour, there is no such thing 

as a change in her character, but a faulty apprehension of it, which is later corrected 

when she lets out her true self.
 
Our view disputes Elizabeth R. Napier’s claim that Mrs 

Courtney’s alteration exemplifies that “the desire for a more extended or complicated 

plot outweighs the sense that character should be consistent (or believable).”
15

 Not only 

do we disagree with her view that Mrs. Courtney’s becoming jealous represents an 

                                                           
15 Napier, 1987:36.  
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inconsistency (much less a loss of verisimilitude), but we also take issue with her 

conclusion that Gothic characters are “systematically sacrificed to other, more highly 

valued, aspects of narrative such as moral or plot.”
16

 The moral message as well as the 

construction of plot are, we argue, instrumental to the aim of fixing characters at the 

extremes of the moral spectrum, even if the result is one of ambiguity and instability, as 

we suggest in this section. We are considering here that the problem is not a change of 

character on the part of Mrs. Courtney, but a deficient perception of a character whose 

actual inclinations are difficult to discern, as they bear resemblance to “true” virtue. As 

soon as a change in her attitude towards Matilda is hinted at, the narrator provides a 

detailed account of Mrs. Courtney’s personality and circumstances (including a brief 

background biography) in which she is described as “polite and friendly where she had 

no temptation to be otherwise; in short, she had many negative virtues, without any 

active ones.” We interpret this lengthy report to be an attempt towards defining Mrs. 

Courtney’s character, who had only been described by other characters with the all-

encompassing word “amiable”, as one in which some undesirable qualities can be 

unlatched by an indulgence in passions. This would make of her a consistent character 

whose negative attributes had simply not been awakened, and serves the purposes of 

highlighting Matilda’s “active virtues” and of warning against the difficulty in 

recognizing personalities like hers.  

Our attention must turn then to those who saw in Mrs. Courtney the “amiable preserver” 

of a woman in distress (p.62): if some characters, and especially the heroine, are 

extremely perceptive thanks to their virtuous hearts, how can they be deceived? The 

answer could be that they are indeed too virtuous to suppose that she is capable of 

deluding anyone (let us remember the Marchioness’ moral: “may [Fontelle’s] example 

                                                           
16 ibid.:34. 
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teach others how cautious they ought to be in judging of persons and appearances from 

the malignancy of their own hearts”, p.138). Ill-disposition precludes understanding and 

fair assessment (this is logical, insofar as reason is then subdued by passions like envy), 

but the mechanism must also work inversely, leaving the suggestion that a good 

disposition enables us to perceive goodness in those around us, which agrees with the 

discourse we have just analysed: the most virtuous characters instantly seduce “those 

who have taste and discernment.” 

Collocations with “taste” are frequent to convey a sense of congeniality of characters, as 

we have seen in chapter 1. Here, it could be argued that “taste and discernment” is 

almost tautological, considering Samuel Johnson’s definition of taste as “intellectual 

relish or discernment.”
17

 One of the problems we encounter when assessing the 

characters’ judgment is precisely the abundance of formulaic constructions involving 

the word “taste”, given that the discourse of taste during the long eighteenth-century 

could drive at two different basic meanings: one, some form of unmediated, impartial 

response; the other, a standard of politeness and worth, by virtue of which both 

characters (the subject and the object of appreciation) are evaluated. James Noggle 

touches on the indeterminacy of the word in relation to notions of judgment and 

politeness, when he remarks that “[w]hen Hume finds the Enlightenment discourse of 

progress towards polite taste oddly out of harmony with the Enlightenment discourse of 

unprejudiced immediate judgment, it is this disharmony itself, not some third kind of 

content, that reveals the limitations and uncertainties of both ideological elements.”
18

 As 

happens with highly recurrent terms in literature and essays of that time, like 

“sentiment”, or the aforementioned “delicacy”, the meaning of “taste” remains 

                                                           
17 Johnson:1755-6, as quoted in James Noggle, The Temporality of Taste in Eighteenth-century 
British Writing. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.208. 
18 Noggle, op.cit.:208. 
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contested and never stable from occurrence to occurrence. These terms provide us with 

further examples of the chaotic, qua complex, construction of meaning in iteration. 

We have, therefore, two ways to account for Mrs. Courtney’s success in deluding the 

family: either they tend to perceive more good than there really is around them, or they 

have misjudged Mrs. Courtney. In both cases, their identity as wondrously virtuous 

characters totters: if we assume that they have overestimated Mrs. Courtney’s worth, we 

find that, probably, in the opposite extreme to “judging from the malignancy” of one’s 

heart, there must be something which we could term as “judging from an 

unconventional goodwill”, and which can equally blind one’s discrimination. In the case 

of Matilda, this excessively good disposition only makes her the more naïve (an 

attribute which we have seen was considered positive), but at the same time it makes her 

more vulnerable to evil. Her astonishment at finding that the Count was not married to 

Mrs. Courtney bespeaks in a way her immense modesty, as a person who, not believing 

she possesses any extraordinary qualities, does not think she can be envied; but on the 

other hand, her good understanding, her judgment, is impaired. We thus perceive the 

contention between two discourses on moral sentiment: the discourse of an exceptional 

perceptiveness as the epitome of virtue, where innocence must be shaken off to learn 

about the means “the officious” employ to deceive us, counterbalanced by one in which 

innocence is the preferred attribute, in which too unerring a judgment would betray 

knowledge of the ways of the world. The set of paradoxes that pervade the novel 

evinces that both virtues, innocence and discernment, have been destabilized by 

bringing them too close to the blurred boundary, the limit where virtue becomes vice. 

We have already observed that Matilda’s perception is somewhat different to that of 

other characters in that she is, according to the Marquis, too sensible of her forlorn 

situation. She sees herself as an impostor where others only see candour, and she feels 
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her orphaned condition most acutely while others call her their “adopted daughter” 

(p.44). This last identity of hers, the orphan, is one she seems reluctant to relinquish, as 

she clings to it whenever she receives attention from her friends: every attempt to show 

her their affection only produces in her a revival of her feelings of abandonment and 

destitution, expressed in terms that emphasize her isolation from the rest of the world, a 

reaction that feeds into the all-pervasiveness of paradox in the novel. For many other 

Gothic heroes and heroines, isolation is a basic tenet, and again one that is shared by the 

folktale hero. Lüthi explains this characteristic as one derived from the folktale’s 

“abstract style”, which takes us again to the exceptionality of main characters: 

“[f]olktales love all that is rare, precious, or extreme—that is, anything isolated.”
19

 He 

cites as expressions of this principle precious metals and stones, but also “the only 

child, the stepdaughter, or the orphan”, all of which feature heavily in Gothic fiction. 

What is noteworthy here is the way the heroine will foster this state by removing herself 

from society, usually animated by her sense of propriety and decency. In Wolfenbach, it 

will be qualified as an extreme susceptibility, another incarnation of the sense of 

delicacy that we have just discussed as a motivation for some of Emily’s actions in 

Udolpho.
20

 For Matilda, her orphaned condition only makes her dearer to her protectors, 

opening up for her a possibility for social climbing that her moral judgment will deem 

not only unacceptable, but also inconceivable, as she fails to perceive her friends’ 

honest inclination to support her. Guided (or rather, blinded) by her rigid moral 

standards, she concludes their attentions can only be derived from her own cunning, 

thus favouring the opinion of her antagonists, and making their judgment her own. 

                                                           
19Lüthi, 1982:38. 
20For Napier (op.cit.:106), the impulses of delicacy and moral duty, even if they encourage 
Emily's isolation, only provoke inaction, stressing the passivity of the heroine. We argue, 
however, that while extreme susceptibility works toward the fulfilment of a conventional plot, 
we cannot conclude that the heroine is passive in the development of events. 
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When her friends receive her with joy after they see her recovered from the fainting fit 

she suffers upon seeing Mr. Weimar in Paris, she spends the night musing upon her 

disgrace: 

 

What a poor creature I am, (cried she;) no father, brother, or protector, not even the 

clothes I wear my own property; if this man, this uncle claims, who can dare detain 

me? what are the evils which may befall me?—whatever becomes of me, I will not 

embroil my friends.  

 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.41 

 

Precisely when she should realize that she does have protectors and friends who have 

been worried about her state, she reasserts her condition as an outcast. The same 

circumstance is repeated when Adelaide de Bouville visits her some days later to 

enquire about her health. Adelaide’s attentions only serve to heighten Matilda’s image 

of herself as a pretender, not deserving of her friends’ esteem:  

 

Ah! thought she, if the Count, if Mademoiselle De Bouville knew me, for what I 

am, a poor dependant, without friends or family—I should have few pretensions to 

their notice. 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.45 

 

 

It is noteworthy that she gives no concessions to her image of herself: she dubs herself 

“a poor dependant, without friends or family”, forgetting (or ignoring, or not realising) 

that the Marchioness would love to have her as an adopted daughter, and that Adelaide, 

one of the worthiest acquaintances she has made, is visiting her like a good friend 

would do. At the same time she is here ascribing a poor understanding to her friends in 

believing that they do not know her for what she is, while in fact it is she who does not 

know that her friends have learned about her misfortunes, and, what is more, their 

admiration for her has increased as a result of their knowing her as a “poor dependant”. 

Therefore, we see again how her acute sensibility thwarts her penetration whenever the 
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object of evaluation is herself. Matilda’s description of herself as “a poor dependant” 

helps us to understand her unstable identity better, since “dependent” is one of the 

words that are most often repeated in her reflections upon her situation. The Marquis, 

then, was accurate when he explained her excess of sensibility as her “feel[ing] her 

dependent and unprotected state too keenly” (p.73). Again, the closer she is to a certain 

autonomy, the more strongly she feels dependent on others. When the Marquis offers 

her a settlement it is to realize his “design of making her independent” (p.73); however, 

Matilda tells the Count shortly afterwards that she will not receive favours from anyone 

except from the family, “where [she] conceive[s] it no disgrace to hold [her]self 

dependent” (p.79). A “dependent of charity” (p.82), “dependent on the bounty of 

friends” (p.27), she feels the burden of obligations upon her shoulders that restrict her 

independence and, as we will investigate later, her liberty to act. Matilda’s interpretation 

of marriage as a new subjection, this time to the generosity of her husband, and her wish 

to remain under the protection of the Marquis, represent her refusal to cross the 

threshold between childhood and womanhood, preferring an in-between state of 

controversial (in)dependence: dependent by her standards, but independent in the eyes 

of the family, who have settled a competency for her. 
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CHAPTER 5 

EXCESS OF FEELING, EXCESS OF PASSION 

 

 

In the previous chapter, we have seen how Matilda’s sensibility prevents her from 

gaining a clearer understanding of what the people around her feel and think about her. 

When she decides to enter a convent, she is ready to be secluded out of love towards her 

new friends, and in so doing she disregards the love they feel towards her, causing some 

of the acutest paroxysms of emotion in her women friends and even in the Count. We 

have observed that, paradoxically, the more she appears to act out of sheer benevolence 

and abnegation, the more she must ignore her friends’ feelings towards her. At the heart 

of this paradox we will place moral sentiment and excess in both the perception and the 

expression of feeling, which affects common assumptions regarding a model of 

sensibility based on sympathy, and, to a greater or lesser degree, influences other topics 

that we analyse in this study, such as the boundary between private and public display 

of emotions, the interface between the novel and the genres of the melodrama and the 

fairytale, the didactic purpose of the novel, or the complexity of its plot threads. To 

fully understand the nature of these associations, we must start by a thorough enquiry 

into the expressions of sensibility and emotion in the genre, which is the purpose of this 

chapter. 

We already pointed out in the introduction that the expressions of heightened emotion, 

both linguistic and non-linguistic, are a part of the conventional components of the 

Gothic and sentimental novel. A rough count of manifestations of extravagant feeling 

reveals that expressions with the word “tears” alone occur 65 times in The Castle of 

Wolfenbach, and 58 times in The Italian; examples of health problems related to fits of 

emotion appear practically in every novel, a fainting fit or a high fever being almost 
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indispensable to prove the sensibility not only of fictional heroines but also of male 

characters, like Raymond and Lorenzo’s illness in the closing chapters of The Monk. 

There is no doubt, then, that the novel must be distinctly concerned with sentiment—to 

find out how this concern is to be articulated, and what conclusions we can draw from 

the import of the omnipresence of feeling, is the main object of this closer scrutiny we 

are going to engage in, and which reveals, first and foremost, a rich semantic field. This 

has led us to test whether the model of complexity we have been developing in previous 

sections could be applied to expressions of intense feeling in the novel, in the 

expectation that it may be found to be a valuable basis to explore the instabilities and 

paradoxes which we mentioned earlier, as well as a means to elucidate some of the more 

perplexing features of character which we discussed in the previous section.  

We somewhat simplified the matter in asserting that expressions of intense emotion 

were conventions to be observed in Gothic fiction and in the sentimental novel. In fact, 

they were part and parcel of much literary production, they were discussed in 

philosophical tracts, periodicals, conduct books, sermons, scientific treatises; they were, 

in sum, the expression of a much wider cultural undercurrent that has been termed “the 

culture (or cult) of sensibility”. The amount of possible collocations that can be teased 

out of novels (let alone throughout the whole corpus of written production of all genres 

that informed them) is simply overwhelming and could easily constitute an entire piece 

of research, so we will focus on those that enable us to build our argument.
1
 It was part 

                                                           
1 For example, Barker-Benfield undertakes a survey of the evidences of nerve theory in novels 
in the first chapter of The Culture of Sensibility: Sex and Society in Eighteenth-Century Britain, 
tracing collocations with "nerves", "fibres", "thrills", "sensible hearts", "impressions", "spirits", 
or "vapours", among others (1992:15-23). The rest of his book is impressively comprehensive 
in its coverage of all the cultural manifestations of sensibility. Todd gives a succinct 
introduction to some of the terms that recur in fiction in her Sensibility: An Introduction 
(1986:1-10), while Van Sant, in Eighteenth-Century Sensibility and the Novel: The Senses in 
Social Context (1993), provides an overview of terms similar to that of Barker-Benfield, as well 
as a useful bibliography of publications that have dealt with definitions of rich terms, like 
sensibility, delicacy or sentiment. 
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of the widespread code of sensibility that there was a certain “language of the passions”. 

In novels, notably, sobs, sighs and even silence replace words as better vehicles for the 

expression of acute feeling—although quieter states of mind are better conveyed 

through words, as Lord Kames observed in his Elements of Criticism: “a passion, it is 

true, when in extreme, is silent; but when less violent it must be vented in words, which 

have a peculiar force not to be equalled in a sedate composition”.
2
 These bodily signs of 

passion were regarded as the most sincere expression of feeling, “a natural language”, 

again in the words of Kames,
3
 and so the most unaffected and reliable window to the 

human soul. These assumptions were questioned in novels, as we have noted in our 

examination of the contexts and uses of the formulas with “countenance”, but always 

against a backdrop of morality ascribed to the display or concealment of feeling and 

even personal opinion. Meyer-Spacks remarks that there is an implied tension between 

the display of sensibility as a disseminating force for sympathetic humanitarianism in 

society (a view espoused by Kames, Hume, and Adam Smith),
4
 and an appeal to privacy 

that keeps society from having to acknowledge troublesome individual emotion; she 

insightfully concludes that “[e]ighteenth-century novels that explore the relation 

between the two often ground the construction of their plots on the possibilities of 

tension and paradox and illustrate the difficulties—perhaps the true impossibility—of 

                                                           
2 Henry Home, Lord Kames, Elements of Criticism, vol.2, ch.15, "External Signs of Emotions and 
Passions" (1762 [2005]:299). 
3 ibid:296. 
4 See, for instance, Kames: "[n]one of these [external signs of passion] are beheld with 

indifference; they are productive of various emotions, tending all of them to ends wise and 

good" (op.cit.:303); Wetmore outlines this trend: "[r]ather than a tempting distraction from 

the pursuit of abstract, metaphysical ideals, by mid-century, authors writing about sentiment 

in a variety of fields began to explore the possibility of associating the body and embodied 

expressions of sympathy with virtue and social harmony." Alex Wetmore, Touching Fiction: 

Men of Feeling in Eighteenth-Century Literature (2013:19). See next chapter for the 

implications of this association on sympathy and identification in the novel. 
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“individualism.”
5
 One of the most compelling readings that this observation inspires is 

that of an (im)possible assertion of individuality through concealment for Emily in 

Udolpho, which we will elaborate on below. The pre-eminence of bodily reactions over 

words, finally, will be a familiar trope in the genre, and it will introduce our analysis of 

sympathetic response in the following chapter.  

Tears are one of the clearest manifestations of extreme feeling in Gothic fiction, and 

with it we begin our inquiry on this semantic field. Crying in these novels is hardly ever 

a dispassionate reaction: the quantity and intensity of weeping must be such that no 

doubt is left as to the inevitability of this physical response. Tears, it is suggested, are 

the result of an uncontrollable outburst of feeling, and appear in the novels we have 

analysed as “a torrent” (2 occurrences, in Wolfenbach) or “a flood” of tears (12 

occurrences in Wolfenbach and one in A Sicilian Romance), or as “an agony” (in 

Udolpho) or “a passion of tears” (in The Italian and A Sicilian Romance). These may 

even be further qualified, and become “a copious flood of tears” (Wolfenbach, two 

occurrences), or “a violent burst of tears” (Wolfenbach, once). Very rarely do characters 

simply happen to be crying without “bursting” into tears: this verb is used 28 times, 

while “shedding” is usually accompanied by another word that makes reference to the 

large quantity of tears, a modification preferred in Castle of Wolfenbach—”shed floods 

of tears”, “shed a copious flood of tears”, “shed(ding) torrents of tears”—or followed by 

a description of the specific feeling that induces crying, a modification seen most 

commonly in Radcliffe’s novels, as in The Italian: “shed bitter tears of sorrow and 

remorse”; this verb is employed 31 times altogether. Although we have merely 

scratched the surface of the combinations employed for the description of crying 

episodes, we can already hint that they constitute one of the best examples, if not the 

                                                           
5Patricia Meyer Spacks, Privacy: Concealing the Eighteenth-Century Self (2003:85).  
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best, of the presence of formula in the sense we described it in chapter 1. Taking the 

same approach we took to examine the formulaic composition of characterization, we 

could define the cliché situation of crying, and the rest of displays of emotion we are 

going to analyse, as events or scenes in a theme. Themes are described by Lord as “the 

groups of ideas regularly used in telling a tale in the formulaic style of traditional 

song”.
6
 Again, we indicated in the introduction that any attention paid to this aspect of 

the genre could be easily dismissed by interpreting repetition as lack of originality or 

resources on the part of the author: this is what we, following Grove, consider to be a 

“reductionist” approach to the complexities of the genre.
7
 The expressions of feeling 

thus understood—a mere form of words periodically regurgitated by the author—would 

become “holes” in the meaning of the novel. We perceive that this notion is aligned 

with structuralist dichotomies of form and content which are insufficient to deal with 

complexity and liminality. Our aim is to show the complexity of this theme; more 

visually, we intend to tackle this analysis like the mapping out of a fractal figure, which 

should be completed with our argument of a complex boundary with drama and 

painting, and with our examination of complexity of plot.  

We have already suggested one of the features of the crying scene in these novels: very 

often the amount of tears shed is, just like the characters, extraordinary. Besides nouns 

                                                           
6 Lord, op.cit., p.68. A theme that contains a crying scene in these novels, for instance, is the 
reunion of a mother and a child, or the conferral of a favour that ends with the tears of a 
grateful servant. Lord acknowledges to be indebted to the fields of folktale and myth rather 
than epic for the most enlightening studies on the theme (he cites Propp and Lévi-Strauss as 
the most prominent figures).  
7 These would be the positions that view the genre as “formulaic”, meaning the result of a 
certain combination of ingredients. Grove insists: “[r]ather than diminishing the import of the 
Gothic castle by reducing it to a simple component of a predetermined equation, we should 
view it as a signifier whose meaning is expanded and complicated every time an author 
presents it. Through iteration, the exact nature of what the castle signifies grows—quite the 
opposite of suggestions that it becomes devoid of meaning as it becomes formulaic” 
(Grove:116, our emphasis). On the other hand, we also agree with him in that any approach to 
a complex system must be defective in some way. As he points out, “the scale that most 
accurately describes a complex, chaotic system is the whole, but the whole is often 
unknowable” (loc.cit.).  
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like “torrents” or “floods” of tears, which we have mentioned earlier, the author may 

choose to lay stress on the greatness of affect by the use of adjectival expressions such 

as these we find in Wolfenbach: “all in tears” (once), “drowned in tears” (5 occurrences) 

or “dissolving in tears”(once); sometimes, the characters are merely “in tears” (3 

occurrences in Wolfenbach), or “melt(ed) to tears” (3 occurrences, The Italian) They 

may cry “tears of joy” (3 occurrences in Wolfenbach), “of thankfulness” (Wolfenbach 

and A Sicilian Romance) or “gratitude” (The Italian, A Sicilian Romance and 

Wolfenbach), of “pleasure” or “agony” (twice each in Udolpho). Most of the times, 

however, what we find is that tears are indicative of more than one feeling. “Mingled” 

feelings are common, as in “tears of mingled joy and sorrow” (Wolfenbach), “mingled 

terror and grief” (The Italian), “mingled grief and anxiety” (A Sicilian Romance), 

“mingled terror and despondency” and “mingled joy and tenderness” (Udolpho), or, in 

variations of the formula, “tears of gratitude mingled with those of tender regret”, and 

“tears of compassion had mingled with those of regret” (Udolpho). Radcliffe’s novels, 

and especially The Mysteries of Udolpho, present an inexhaustible array of sentiments 

manifested through crying, a veritable treatise on the possibilities of the sensitive heart: 

tears “of pleasure”, “of awful love and admiration”, “of sublime devotion and solemn 

awe”, “of tenderness and grief”, “of admiration and sublime devotion”, “of tenderness 

and satisfaction”, “of tender affection”, “of unmixed misery”, “of admiration”, “of 

terror”, direct the reader, with a detailed description of the character’s response, to the 

expected feelings that must be aroused by the scene. This taxonomy of tearful reactions 

is reminiscent of Henry Morley’s “Index to Tears” in his edition of Henry Mackenzie’s 

The Man of Feeling (1770).
8
 The index is a clear illustration of the evolution of reading 

responses to the sentimental novel that The Man of Feeling epitomized: it is a guide to 

                                                           
8
 The “Index to Tears” first appeared in Henry Morley’s 1886 edition of the novel. 
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the tearful episodes in the novel collected for “persons of a calculating disposition”, 

readers whose sceptical and probably derisory stance was very far from the original 

reception of the sentimental novel, which consisted in a veritable exercise of sympathy 

and mirrored sentimental and even physical response. There is growing pursuance of a 

line of criticism that seeks to explore the mechanisms of sympathy and moral 

betterment invited by the literature of sentiment,
9
 a line that we endorse in our view of 

the sentimental scene in Gothic fiction (inherited via the sentimental novel) as a device 

for the education of the reader’s taste and affective capabilities (see next chapter), and 

as a delineation of a moral roadmap for readers, as we will seek to describe in this 

chapter. 

In many cases, tears seem to come directly from the heart, the producer of emotions that 

the body, like an insufficient repository of feelings, cannot hold: “my heart is bursting 

with gratitude”, “Matilda’s grateful heart overflowed”, “her grateful heart overflowing 

into tears” (Wolfenbach, pp.77, 54, 57), “the overflowing anguish of his heart” (The 

Italian, p.239). This metaphor accentuates the image of excess that is to be linked to the 

act of crying, and at the same time is consistent with the expressions that build an 

association between crying and relieving the oppression caused by strong emotions, 

although speaking or sighing may also be a means of abating them: “[u]nable any 

longer to struggle with the grief and horror that opprest her, [Matilda] burst into tears”; 

“overcome with grief, she retired to her apartment and gave loose to the painful 

emotions that oppressed her”; “after a few sighs, that removed the oppression from her 

heart”; “otherwise I will certainly put him out of the pain that now oppresses him, by 

telling the whole story” (Wolfenbach, pp.52, 94, 125, 129); “[t]ears once again calmed 

                                                           
9 See, for example, Ildiko Csengei, “’I will not weep’: Reading through the Tears of Henry 
Mackenzie’s Man of Feeling”, in Modern Language Review, vol.103, Issue 4, Oct. 2008, pp.952-
968. 
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her oppressed mind” (Udolpho, p.160); “the tears she shed while she listened to the 

lengthening notes, assuaged the force of grief” (The Italian, p.57); “[t]he tears, which 

had been, for some time, repressed by the kind of astonishment, that followed his 

departure, now came to her relief, and she was, at length, sufficiently composed to 

return to her own room” (Udolpho, p.521); “[t]ears, at length, came to her relief, after 

indulging which, her spirits becoming calmer...” (Udolpho, p.416) 

 Crying remains the most common channel through which an excess of feeling 

can find its escape, in great measure thanks to other connotations acquired through 

collocation—unlike other ways of displaying emotion, tears become useful against the 

dangers of contained feeling. Only tears, for instance, can prevent a character from 

losing consciousness: “I threw myself on the ground, and preserved myself from 

fainting by a copious flood of tears”; “[Matilda] burst into a flood of tears, which 

preserved her from fainting” (Wolfenbach, pp.8, 129); “and as he quitted the room, a 

flood of tears came to her relief, and saved her from fainting” (A Sicilian Romance, 

p.60). But these instances (which we perceive to be quite “rigid”, that is, very similar in 

the choice of words and so very easily recognizable as “repetitive”), are combined with 

other, “looser” collocations that strengthen the link between consciousness and crying, 

while at the same time they give positive connotations to the act of weeping. Words like 

“kindness”, “friendly”, “thank”, “gentle”, are present in crying scenes that help 

characters if not to regain consciousness, at least to recover from its partial loss, 

“stupefaction”: “[t]hese gentle tears were refreshing to her long-oppressed spirits, and 

she indulged them” (The Italian, p.89); “[t]he generous conduct of madame called tears 

of gratitude into the eyes of Julia, who now awoke from the state of stupefaction which 

distress had caused” (A Sicilian Romance, p.129); in Wolfenbach we witness how 

Matilda, “who sat almost breathless and stupified”, finds some ease when “[a] friendly 
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burst of tears relieved her beating heart,” (p.47) while the Countess of Wolfenbach 

wakes after remaining “senseless” for an indeterminate length of time to find “Therese 

bathing [her] with her tears” (p.32). In this case, both the maid’s and the Countess’s 

tears prove to be useful for her recovery, as we hear the Countess recount how 

“[Therese’s] kindness was of service,—I shed a copious flood of tears” (ibid.), after 

which she is able to go downstairs and meet her fate as the fiancée of the Count of 

Wolfenbach. In the same novel, we can also cite mother St. Magdalene’s account of 

how a merciful servant was thankful to see her crying, which is interpreted as a sign of 

normality after the calamities she has suffered: “she gave me some drops and water that 

rouzed me from the stupor which had seized upon my faculties, when, looking round 

the room for my departed friend, and then on my helpless parent, I burst into a flood of 

tears. ‘Thank God! (said the good creature) that you can weep’” (p.98). And even if 

passionate feelings haven’t induced a total state of torpor, crying returns the spirits to a 

state of repose or tranquillity: “[w]ith this conviction Ellena’s eyes overflowed with 

gratitude, and her heart was hushed to peace”; “[w]hen, however, Ellena could weep, 

she became more tranquil, and by degrees was sensible of a degree of happiness, such 

as she had perhaps never experienced” (The Italian, pp.242, 378); “[t]he giving a free 

course to her tears had relieved her, and her spirits had regained their usual composure” 

(The Monk, p.217). In The Monk, the relief of crying acquires a perverse turn in Agnes’s 

punishment, imprisoned for life and believed dead by her family, with no means to 

provide for the baby that she was about to bear: “[w]eep, Daughter, weep, and moisten 

your bread with your tears”; “[t]hus was She to languish out the remainder of her days, 

with no other food than bread and water, and no other comfort than the free indulgence 

of her tears” (The Monk, pp.408, 351). 
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These formulaic constructions, in short, result in associations of expressions of 

extravagant feeling with a necessary relief, as these expressions come to represent a 

natural discharge for an overabundance of passion that can be highly pernicious—the 

heroine, conspicuous for her extreme sensibility, warns that she “must have vent for 

[her] feelings, or [she] shall be opprest to death” (Wolfenbach, p.77); in contrast, the 

inability to cry denotes a serious state of shock. Mother St. Magdalene’s stupor was 

characterized by an inability to cry or to speak (“I was stupid with sorrow; I hung over 

my almost lifeless parent, without speaking, and unable to shed a tear”, Wolfenbach, 

p.97), while Emily’s greatest shock at Montoni’s duplicity also deprives her of the 

ability to speak or cry, and thus, when she finds out that she is not going to be sent 

immediately back to France after resigning her estates, she reacts by “look[ing] 

piteously at Montoni,” who “turned away, and at the same time desired she would 

withdraw to her apartment; but, unable to leave the room, [Emily] sat down in a chair 

near the door, and sighed heavily. She had neither words nor tears.” (Udolpho, p.436) 

The dangers of an extreme susceptibility to emotion or to overpowering passions, it 

follows, would be physical as well as psychological, and although Matilda’s fear that 

she “shall be oppressed to death” sounds like the perfect hyperbole, throughout these 

novels we gain a sense that the characters are threatened not so much by external 

oppressors, as by their own suffering under oppression. In the words of St Aubert’s 

famous admonition to Emily in Udolpho: 

 

And, since, in our passage through this world, painful circumstances occur more 

frequently than pleasing ones, and since our sense of evil is, I fear, more acute 

than our sense of good, we become the victims of our feelings, unless we can in 

some degree command them. 

 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.1, ch.VII, p.80 
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The oppression of the spirits, St Aubert points out, comes both from without (“painful 

circumstances” occurring often, and indeed often enough to a Gothic hero or heroine), 

and from within (“our sense of evil”). Still, the most prevalent seizures of reason in 

Gothic novels are, despite its high frequency, only temporary: torpor, faintness, loss of 

consciousness or of the ability to speak or move, while more serious illness derived 

from strong emotion is reserved to the grief-stricken relative or lover. This is, for 

example, a common trope in The Monk, from the exquisite sensibility that afflicts 

Antonia after her mother’s death (“[h]er eyes were constantly filled with tears: Every 

trifle affected her, and She evidently nourished in her bosom a profound and rooted 

melancholy,” p.308), to Raymond’s and Lorenzo’s convalescence at the end of the 

novel. While Antonia’s most severe symptom is “a serious agitation” whenever her 

mother is called to mind, Raymond’s malady puts him at risk of dying. His condition 

worries and at the same time pleases Agnes, who interprets it as a demonstration of the 

force of his affection: “[s]he was shocked to hear the wretched situation to which grief 

had reduced [Raymond]; Yet She could not help exulting secretly, when She reflected, 

that his illness proved the sincerity of his love.” (p.399) Almost dying due to the 

violence of his extreme joy, he then recovers, proving the connection of body and spirit 

in a feeling character: “at this sudden change from despair to happiness Raymond’s 

transports were so violent, as nearly to have proved fatal to him. These once passed (...) 

[t]he calm of his soul communicated itself to his body, and He recovered with such 

rapidity as to create universal surprize.” (pp. 399-400) In stark contrast to this recovery, 

Lorenzo’s grief for Antonia keeps him infirm for a considerable time, his illness being 

described as a classic case of melancholy: “[h]e was worn down to a shadow. Nothing 

could give him pleasure. He was persuaded with difficulty to swallow nourishment 

sufficient for the support of life, and a consumption was apprehended” (p.400)—a 
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consumption that was considered to be more likely to be suffered by people of great 

sensibility, or in the more physical terms, of weak nerves, and which could have its 

origin in acute feeling, a belief prevalent in the discourse of sensibility and reason that 

also encompassed medical treatises, like George Cheyne’s The English Malady (1733).  

In his widely read treatise, whose title coined a phrase that has become a stock 

definition of melancholy and nervous disorders in 18th- and 19th-century Britain, 

Cheyne attributes nervous disorders of different kinds to conditions in the body’s 

humours, fibres or vessels, while also asserting they could proceed “from high Passions 

arising in Constitutions naturally too sensible.”
10

 Greatly influential during the rest of 

the century, Cheyne’s views on moderation came into being partly due to the crises 

caused by his own excessive appetite, during which he would suffer both bodily pain as 

well as nervous maladies. One of the worst episodes saw him lose weight dramatically 

“by many repeated Vomits, want of Sleep, a perpetual Lowness, Loss of Apetite, and 

Inability to digest any Thing but Milk and Bread,”
11

 symptoms that closely resemble 

those of Lorenzo’s grieving melancholy. Physical health and mental stability were thus 

generally connected through the sensibility of the nervous fibres, and several of the 

formulas to be found in sentimental literature and Gothic fiction, particularly in 

Radcliffe’s texts, echo the metaphors and terms expounded in nerve theory. See, for 

instance, Radcliffe’s penchant for constructions with the words “impressions”, a term 

used pre-eminently after Locke’s theories of perception. For a sensation to be aroused, 

perception had to be followed by an “imprinting” of an idea in the mind.
12

 Radcliffe 

translates it into constructions like “at that age when the mind is particularly sensible to 

                                                           
10 George Cheyne, The English Malady: or, A Treatise of nervous diseases of all kinds. London: 
Strahan, 1733, p.3. 
11 quoted in Porter:238. 
12 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Book II, chapter IX," On Perception", 
1690. 
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impressions of gaiety and delight”, or “her young fancy, struck with the grandeur of the 

objects around, gradually yielded to delightful impressions” (Udolpho, pp.465, 27-8). 

Other words retained from nerve theory are “thrill” (“to hear again the accents of that 

voice, which then thrilled my heart with tenderness and hope”; “the terrible subject, 

which still thrilled her every nerve with horror” (Udolpho, pp.193, 250)), or vibrating 

“chords” (“[t]he mournful sighing of the breeze (...) was a kind of music more in unison 

with her feelings. It did not vibrate on the chords of unhappy memory, but was soothing 

to the heart as the voice of Pity”(Udolpho, p.100); “[the voice of Ellena] again touched 

the chord that vibrated to his conscience, and recalled him to a sense of his 

situation”; ”pity touches upon a nerve that vibrates instantly to the heart, and subdues 

resistance” (The Italian, p.248, 127)). Barker-Benfield perceives here similarities with 

Humean metaphors of the operations of the passions on the body.
13

 Indeed, Radcliffe’s 

music “vibrat[ing] on the chords of unhappy memory” does seem to echo Hume’s view 

that “[the human mind] rather resembles a string-instrument, where after each stroke the 

vibrations still retain some sound.”
14

 

But relationships in the body-mind dyad were further complicated by the effects of the 

passions and, for theorists such as Cheyne, by a strong religious component, the most 

basic precept of which was a preservation of life and health as given by God. 

Controlling unruly passions required not only physical regimes, but also a desire of 

spiritual reform.
15

 A great dose of Christian fortitude and self-restraint must be exerted 

in order to keep a susceptible mind sane under extraordinarily oppressive circumstances. 

There were also strong arguments in favour of the social benefits of self-restraint, not 

                                                           
13 Barker-Benfield, op.cit: 22. 
14 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, Book 2, Part 3, section IX, "Of the Direct 
Passions",1738. 
15 For detailed accounts of Cheyne's theories regarding the passions in relation with nervous 
diseases, viz. Anita Guerrini's Obesity and Depression in the Enlightement: The Life and Times 
of George Cheyne, pp.118-152, University of Oklahoma Press: Norman, 2000. 



128 
 

necessarily (or explicitly) religious but focused on the moral responsibility attributed to 

each individual in the domestic and social realms, the most clearly related to 

expressions of sensibility being the motivation of general feelings of benevolence and 

compassion through sympathy. As for the physical expression of fortitude, self-

discipline would be applied, like Cheyne suggested, on the appetites. In the larger 

context of social morality, Alan Hunt condenses this as the dynamics of a transition 

from sexual purity to social hygiene. For men, the discursive construction of 

masculinity dictated a set of attributes to be obtained through “application and training”, 

directed towards “enhancing the capacity for self-control”. One marked aspect of 

masculine virtue would then be the control of appetites, and “an extension from conduct 

to bodies, with the gendering of delicacy in the female body and female governance of 

male appetite in its widest sense.” For women, more specifically, “moral respectability 

(...) in its simplest form (...) required women to avoid putting ‘temptation’ in the way of 

men’s fragile self-control and obliged them to rebuff inappropriate sexual advances.”
16

 

Even extreme sorrow and distress, when given no constraint, could be tempting for 

men, as we can see in The Monk, when Ambrosio’s passion is inflamed by Antonia’s 

fragility and crying: “[w]ith this petition also the Monk complied. Indeed, what petition 

would He have refused, if urged in such enchanting accents? The suppliant was so 

interesting! Her voice was so sweet, so harmonious! Her very tears became her, and her 

affliction seemed to add new lustre to her charms.” (p.241) We are also reminded of 

Madame Montoni guarding Emily’s and her own respectability when Hunt describes “a 

further extension of moral guardianship: with women increasingly in control of 

                                                           
16

 Alan Hunt, Governing Morals: A Social History of Moral Regulation, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999, pp.86-87. 
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domestic sociability, they were urged to keep immoral men from the cycle of reciprocal 

visiting.”
17

  

The values of self-control and reasoned deterrence of passionate fits were commended, 

and these qualities, when transposed into a character of virtue in distress, would 

translate into exemplary exertions of Christian resignation and fortitude. The endurance 

of such models of virtue based on forbearing and submission was ensured not only by 

its presence in fiction, but also in publications such as The Spectator, where we find 

accounts like the life story of a certain Emilia (identified with Anne, Countess of 

Coventry), who is commendable both for the way she inspires self-restraint in men, the 

most “social” requirement of female self-control (“thus, tho’ the Attractives of her 

Beauty play almost irresistibly upon you and create Desire, you immediately stand 

corrected not by the Severity but the Decency of her Virtue”), and for the way she bears 

her burdens with an appearance of cheerfulness, which the author defines as “the 

Heroism of Christianity”: “when I consider her alone in the midst of her Distresses, 

looking beyond this gloomy Vale of Affliction and Sorrow and into the Joys of Heaven 

and Immortality, and when I see her in Conversation thoughtless and Easie as if she 

were the most happy Creature in the World, I am transported with Admiration.”
18

 We 

see a perfect illustration of this virtuous characteristic in The Castle of Wolfenbach, 

where the Countess of Wolfenbach grows resigned to her unhappy marriage and is thus 

capable of interrupting the current of emotion from the heart. On meeting the 

Marchioness, her sister, and despite being immensely wretched, the Countess of 

Wolfenbach declares the strict privacy of her feelings of misery: “I met you with tears 

of joy, ‘tis long since they were shed for grief. Here, (putting her hand to her heart) here 

                                                           
17 ibid.: 87. 

18 Richard Steele, The Spectator, No.302, Feb 15, 1712. 
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my sorrows are buried, too deep for that relief.” (p.34) She excites admiration precisely 

due to the degree of self-command that her resistance to crying, to an alleviation of her 

overwhelming feelings, represents.
19

 Her sister remembers how, on parting perhaps 

forever, “[her] sister, dear unhappy creature, never shed a tear.” (ibid.) Sympathy 

towards those who exhibit such fortitude must ensue, as Adam Smith explained: 

 

“The man who under the severest tortures, allows no weakness to escape him, 

vents no groan, gives way to no passion which we do not entirely enter into, 

commands our highest admiration … We approve of his behaviour, and from our 

experience of the common weakness of human nature, we are surprised, and 

wonder how he should be able to act so as to deserve approbation.”
20

 

 

Although Adam Smith was here referring to bodily pain rather than sorrow or grief, we 

could easily draw very similar conclusions for the sympathy inspired by the stoical 

Countess of Wolfenbach. Smith aptly makes the point that the spectator’s admiration 

stems from the comparison with a more usual behaviour, with “the common weakness 

of human nature”, which these characters (qua extraordinary beings) can rise above (viz. 

chapter 3). As we will later examine, the arousal of sympathy is paramount in this 

construction of the theme of sensibility in the novel.  

A further fold in the discourse of the passions and sensibility becomes visible at this 

stage: for Matilda, who would have been “opprest to death” had she not vented her 

feelings, a passionate outburst is necessary to preserve health and sanity. In the 

examples given above, however, repressing the expression of feeling is a laudable 

choice. Which behaviour, then, defines the virtuous character? We must enter here into 

                                                           
19 Patricia Meyer Spacks lucidly points out that “[s]ensibility controlled by fortitude” often 
seems a more cogent formulation than “sensibility governed by reason” for the balance of 
qualities considered desirable in the late eighteenth century. (Spacks, 2003:77) 
20 Adam Smith (1790, sixth edition) A Theory of Moral Sentiments, Part I, section II, ch.I. Sao 
Paulo: Metalibri, 2006, p.26. 
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a more specific analysis of the context, either private or public, in which the character 

indulges in expressions of acute feeling.  

Volume 1, chapter XI in The Mysteries of Udolpho sees Emily arriving at her aunt’s 

chateau in Toulouse, still grieving her father’s loss and the departure of Valancourt. In 

the sole company of her aunt, who enquires after her silence and gloominess, Emily 

“suppressed a starting tear, and tried to smile away the expression of an oppressed 

heart”. In a conscious effort to please her aunt, she manages to listen to her “with 

apparent chearfulness”, and only when she finds herself alone in her room does she 

“indulg[e] the tears she had long tried to restrain.” Emily’s behaviour seems 

praiseworthy enough, but even that private indulgence of tears must be checked: 

recalling her father’s advice, she finds solace not only in the exercise of fortitude, but 

also in the memory of her father’s frequent rebukes:  

 

After some time, her thoughts returning to her father’s injunctions, she 

remembered how often he had blamed her for indulging useless sorrow; how often 

he had pointed out to her the necessity of fortitude and patience, assuring her, that 

the faculties of the mind strengthen by exertion, till they finally unnerve affliction, 

and triumph over it. These recollections dried her tears, gradually soothed her 

spirits, and inspired her with the sweet emulation of practising precepts, which her 

father had so frequently inculcated. 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.1, ch.XI, p.119 

 

 

We feel here the full force of St Aubert’s admonition: it is not only the displays of 

sensibility that she must control, but the feeling itself. Emily’s sadness is despised by 

her aunt on account of its intensity and duration (“[it was] ridiculous to her, that such 

deep regret should continue to be felt so long after the period usually allowed for grief”, 

p.117), but in the internalized voice of her father, sadness is contemned for itself, 

becoming “useless sorrow.” (p.119)
21

 Emily’s exceptional susceptibility must turn to 

                                                           
21 She seems to remember his exact words, when, after something as afflicting as her mother's 
death, St. Aubert directs her to command her feelings: "[y]our sorrow is useless. Do not 
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worthier objects, like compassion, or the exaltation of devotion through sublime 

contemplation of nature, rather than the indulgence of self-pity. The theme of control of 

sensibility runs through the novel in the narrator’s echoes and reformulations of St 

Aubert’s injunction, and in Emily’s recollections, like the one quoted above. The 

adventure of the protagonist of the Gothic novel is fraught with threats to physical 

integrity (threatened or actual rape, imprisonment, persecution, etc.) as much as to 

moral integrity (loss of virginity, dignity, propriety), which very often intersect. In the 

case of Udolpho, the heroine’s proneness to acute feeling is posited “to be taught, that it 

is a dangerous quality, which is continually extracting the excess of misery, or delight, 

from every surrounding circumstance” (pp.79-80), a threat not only to a person’s peace 

of mind but also to her or his health, ranging from a temporary fever (a typical infirmity 

of the sentimental heroine) to the more extreme affliction of the male characters in The 

Monk. Whatever the capacity of acute sensibility to accentuate sorrow and calamity, for 

a Gothic heroine, however, it is hard to discriminate how much suffering originates in 

external misfortune and how much is an accretion produced by extreme sensibility. The 

causes of Emily’s “oppressed heart”, therefore, can be equally external and inherent to 

her sensitive nature, and the notion that she must improve this aspect of her character 

recurs throughout the narrative, counteracting the discourse that places her as a victim 

of extraordinary events beyond her control. How much of her happiness, we might ask, 

depends on the control over sensibility which her father inculcates? St. Aubert’s 

philosophical stance aims at curbing Emily’s natural inclinations where they are 

susceptible of causing her more harm than good, to “counteract those traits in her 

disposition, which might hereafter lead her from happiness”, namely, “a degree of 

                                                                                                                                                                          
receive this as merely a commonplace remark, but let reason therefore restrain sorrow." 
(Udolpho,vol.1, ch.II, p.20, original emphasis); a moment later he insists: “I have said thus 
much, because I cannot bear to see you wasting in useless sorrow, for want of that resistance 
which is due from mind.” (p.21) 
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susceptibility too exquisite to admit of lasting peace.” (p.5) Implicit in this injunction is 

a degree of mastery over her own fate, and indeed it seems that, despite continuous 

victimization, the Gothic heroine can nevertheless retain a certain degree of agency 

through an exertion of self-control. Taken to the extreme, as we have discussed earlier, 

Christian perseverance and endurance take hold to help us bear misfortune, since in the 

face of unavoidable suffering, the only object we are left to control is our own 

perception of that suffering. The insistence on the dangers of her extreme sensibility, 

however, seems designed to raise the suspicion whether the heroine is perceiving 

suffering where there is none, a suspicion that in the case of Udolpho often translates as 

accusations of affectation on the part of Madame Cheron or Montoni, a circumstance 

that manifests the possible conflicts between characters with different levels of sensible 

discrimination: to a less feeling character, it is suggested, the suffering of an 

extraordinarily sensitive character must be an affectation of sentiment. This asymmetry 

of feeling serves to provide commentary on accepted public displays of feeling, 

sincerity and dissimulation, an issue that we develop below. 

St. Aubert’s advice to Emily to “counteract those traits in her disposition, which might 

hereafter lead her from happiness” is in itself a thoughtful aim, but at odds with his 

otherwise consistent love of uncorrupted simplicity, expressed in his admiration towards 

Valancourt: “Aubert was much pleased with the manly frankness, simplicity, and keen 

susceptibility to the grandeur of nature, which his new acquaintance discovered; and, 

indeed, he had often been heard to say, that, without a certain simplicity of heart, this 

taste could not exist in any strong degree”; “[t]he fire and simplicity of his manners 

seemed to render him a characteristic figure in the scenes around them; and St. Aubert 

discovered in his sentiments the justness and the dignity of an elevated mind, unbiassed 

by intercourse with the world.” (Udolpho pp.34, 49) Rejoicing in the congeniality that 
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Valancourt and Emily show, he reflects, with echoes of Rousseau’s Émile, on the 

virtues of innocence, and exalts “tenderness, simplicity and truth” as the values that 

should prevail, but cannot, in “great cities”: 

 

[Valancourt and Emily] appeared like two lovers who had never strayed beyond 

these their native mountains; whose situation had secluded them from the 

frivolities of common life, whose ideas were simple and grand, like the landscapes 

among which they moved, and who knew no other happiness, than in the union of 

pure and affectionate hearts. St. Aubert smiled, and sighed at the romantic picture 

of felicity his fancy drew; and sighed again to think, that nature and simplicity 

were so little known to the world, as that their pleasures were thought romantic. 

  ‘The world,’ said he, pursuing this train of thought, ‘ridicules a passion 

which it seldom feels; its scenes, and its interests, distract the mind, deprave the 

taste, corrupt the heart, and love cannot exist in a heart that has lost the meek 

dignity of innocence. Virtue and taste are nearly the same, for virtue is little more 

than active taste, and the most delicate affections of each combine in real love. 

How then are we to look for love in great cities, where selfishness, dissipation, 

and insincerity supply the place of tenderness, simplicity and truth?’ 

 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.1, ch.V, pp.49-50, our emphasis 

 

The paradoxical relation that inhabits the discourse of controlled passions: the 

displeasure at dissimulation (the key word to be found in the novels being “affectation”) 

and the necessity to practice it, to avoid intense displays of passion, is one that St. 

Aubert seems to skirt carefully, for it is not dissimulation that he intends to inculcate, 

but the remission of the actual intense emotion, a forbearance both of the tears and of 

the grief that causes them. For Emily, however, this proves to be an exacting task. When 

she, in the presence of her aunt, suppresses her tears, she intends “to shew a willingness 

to oblige her”. What ensues is an “effort [that] did not entirely fail; she listened with 

apparent chearfulness” (p.118, our emphasis). Emily’s attitude is described twice as 

“diffidence”, a worthy, desirable one in a virtuous lady. It bespeaks her simple 

character, but it is misconstrued by Madame Cheron:  

 

[Emily’s] diffidence assumed the air of a reserve, which her aunt, believing it to 

be that of pride and ignorance united, now took occasion to reprehend. She knew 
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nothing of the conduct of a mind, that fears to trust its own powers; which, 

possessing a nice judgment, and inclining to believe, that every other person 

perceives still more critically, fears to commit itself to censure, and seeks shelter 

in the obscurity of silence. Emily had frequently blushed at the fearless manners, 

which she had seen admired, and the brilliant nothings, which she had heard 

applauded; yet this applause, so far from encouraging her to imitate the conduct 

that had won it, rather made her shrink into the reserve, that would protect her 

from such absurdity. 

 

The Mysteries of Udolpho,, vol.1, ch.XI, p.118 

 

 

Assuming such diffidence, thus, she avoids the manifestation of her sorrow, which we 

understand now as inappropriate from another angle: it would call attention to herself. 

“Reserve”, a word repeated twice in the passage with positive connotations, configures 

a laudable attitude in public. The “conduct of [Emily`s] mind” is, from the point of view 

of prescriptive female manners, unimpeachable. These would require that a woman 

make use of her delicacy, here in its senses of good taste and modesty, to avoid the 

impulse of desiring admiration. The Ladies Library reprehended women who tried to 

show their wit in conversation, and recommended instead diffidence and silence:  

 

Delicacy is of the virgin kind, the less it is touched the more it is admired, and 

better recommended by modesty and silence, than by airs and turns of fancy (...) 

A young lady should never speak, but for necessity, and even then with diffidence 

and deference. 

 

The Ladies Library, vol. 1, “Wit and delicacy”, p.36 

 

 

What Madame Cheron deems to be “a reserve” resulting from “pride and ignorance 

united” is in fact a quality that the narrator directs us to perceive as virtuous, describing 

it with a word that carried eminently positive connotations in the context of the 

prescription of female conduct. But Madame Cheron’s misrepresentation of Emily’s 

behaviour shows us that she has failed in her attempt to please her aunt. It is not the first 

time that Emily shows a virtue that stands in opposition to social mandate, since her 

female company is usually represented as lacking in modesty. Madame Cheron’s 
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conversation in this scene, for example, is full of “arrogance and ostentatious vanity” 

(p.118), and in a previous dinner with guests the contrast between Emily’s modesty and 

other women’s vanity is again underscored: “[Emily] knew nothing of Parisian fashions, 

or Parisian operas; and her modesty, simplicity, and correct manners formed a decided 

contrast to those of her female companions.” (p.24) Emily’s virtuous qualities, then, set 

her apart from those who seek admiration. Hers is a simple, honest nature that prefers 

silence to a display of emotions or opinions, hence her efforts when she needs to hide 

her sadness and nostalgia. When the passion is too strong, however, and it is impossible 

to eliminate an overpowering sorrow, as St. Aubert had urged her to do, how can a 

sensitive creature like her avoid the also distasteful falsity of assuming a feigned 

cheerfulness? For eighteenth-century didactic writers, the solution would lie in privacy, 

as this parental advice from the Marchioness de Lambert suggested: 

 

The virtues that make a figure in the world do not fall to the women’s share; their 

virtues are of a simple and peaceable nature: Fame will have nothing to do with us 

(...) I think it best to avoid the world, and making a figure, which always strike at 

modesty, and be contented with being one’s own spectator.”
22

 

 

Emily’s retiring character should not find it difficult to keep aloof from a world that 

seems fraught with false appearances the moment that she leaves the pastoral charms of 

La Vallée, as she has an example in her own father. Contentment was one of the 

feelings he was proud of, as he remarks to his brother-in-law, M. Quesnel, during a 

visit: “‘I live for my family and myself,’ said St. Aubert; ‘I am now contented to know 

only happiness;—formerly I knew life.’” (Udolpho, p.12) This contentedness and 

happiness, unfortunately, can only be attained in La Vallée, a redoubt of natural 

simplicity: outside it, social conventions and surveillance of displays of feeling 

                                                           
22 Lambert, Anne-Thérèse, Marchioness de. Advice of a Mother to her Daughter. 1727. In The 
Young Lady's Pocket Library, or Parental Monitor.1790. Bristol, Thoemmes Press, 1995, p.141. 
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predominate. A tendency to isolation, then, remains as the direction for Emily to follow 

if she wants to avoid the boundaries with vice that appear in the command of feelings in 

the social sphere: with no spectators, there can be no danger of manipulation of 

appearances.
23

 But as Spacks concludes, solitude must also ensue: 

 

The really good woman, according to this prescription [to avoid the world], has no 

one to look at her. No one to look—but also, it may follow, no one to share, 

support, participate. The privacy that insures modesty seems to entail isolation. It 

implies the root meaning of the word privacy, hinting deprivation as well as 

safety.
24

 

 

 

The relief of indulging in a crying fit belongs only to a moment of solitude, where 

Emily can escape “observation”: “Emily’s pleasantest hours were passed in the pavilion 

of the terrace, to which she retired, when she could steal from observation, with a book 

to overcome, or a lute to indulge, her melancholy.” (p.123) This is, at least, a moment of 

freedom, away from minute scrutiny of her sorrow. But even a private, free indulgence 

of feeling, which St. Aubert himself enjoys (let us remember that Emily catches sight of 

him crying alone in his study over his late sister’s miniature) is denied Emily whenever 

her father’s injunction is recalled. The power of his dying wish is a command that will 

weigh heavily in Emily’s mind, making of St. Aubert a constant invigilator. Her 

capacity to watch and check herself must be, we understand, a final step in her 

education, where she needs no further external surveillance. The voice that tells her to 

correct herself will nevertheless always be that of her father, leaving us with the 

sensation that her perfectly admirable character still requires some correction from 

without, and that she cannot, after all, achieve full privacy. The tension inherent in the 

characterization of the female character comes into view: a boundless capacity for 

                                                           
23 The Gothic heroine seems nevertheless led to retirement out of a sensibility that draws her 
closer to nature than to the superficiality of social company, and Emily is one of the most 
striking examples of that characteristic. 
24 Spacks, op.cit: 90, original emphasis. 
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endurance is placed at the core of the genre’s construction of femininity, and this 

capacity is bound to a certain degree of anguish which other characters will point at and 

even chide her for. 

Indeed, the internalized voice of her father is not the only one that seeks to correct 

Emily’s propensity to anguish. Madame Cheron, a woman already described as vain and 

therefore more concerned with appearances than with truthfulness, will exhort her to 

assume an air of gaiety, “look like other people, and not appear with that dismal 

countenance, as if [she] were ready to cry.” Emily, after “having turned away to hide 

her tears”, would rather “[quit] the room to indulge them” (Udolpho, p.150). Montoni, 

echoing St. Aubert, advises her to overcome grief with patience and fortitude altogether: 

“‘Why will you indulge this childish grief?’ said he. ‘Endeavour to strengthen your 

mind, to bear patiently what cannot now be avoided; you have no real evil to lament; be 

patient, and you will be sent back to France.’” (pp.436-7) It would appear that for male 

advisers, the conflict between modesty and the accord between feeling and appearance 

is to be solved by avoiding cosmetic measures, and instead patiently curbing the force 

of grief. Taking this route leaves the heroine in extended in-between states of 

endeavour, where fortitude coexists with sorrow and lamentation.  

It is not only the lack of socially acceptable outlets for passion that lead the character to 

endeavouring to exert fortitude. A strength of mind like the one that the Countess of 

Wolfenbach exhibits so effortlessly becomes the more admirable inasmuch as feelings 

in these novels are persistently defined as an irresistible force. Characters are very often 

“overwhelmed”, “overpowered” or “overcome” with different sentiments, among which 

gratitude, painful emotions, grief, horror, or astonishment are frequently found. As we 

stated at the beginning of this section, the ubiquity of these key words adds up to the 

notion that excess is one of the concepts around which the theme of sentiment gravitates 
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in the Gothic. Against this tide of irresistible feelings the characters are left not even to 

endure, but merely to endeavour, to “try to exert [their] fortitude” (Wolfenbach, p.128), 

or, in the words of Montoni, to “endeavour to strengthen [their] minds.” (Udolpho, 

p.436) As the words “tried” and “endeavoured” resonate through the texts, these 

characters’ resolution emerges more forcefully, as if they were incessantly attempting, 

aiming at something—be it to recover themselves, to amuse, to console or to persuade 

someone—in spite of the accommodated life, often full of idleness and luxury, that the 

reader is allowed to witness. In fact, it is those pervading endeavours that obscure the 

rest of their occupations. 

The overwhelming tendency to make characters belong to the aristocracy in much of 

Gothic fiction results in background activities that do not go far beyond social 

entertainment. In a novel like The Castle of Wolfenbach, characters seem to merely 

enjoy an extended holiday in company, that is, they devote most of their time to taking 

pleasure in society (let us remember that Matilda is initially admitted in the Marquis’s 

house as a sort of companion to the Marchioness). The reader can suppose that 

aristocrats may have other affairs to attend to, but these are never visible. To simply 

delight in the company of the rest of the party and to travel occasionally are the only 

activities they seem to engage in while they protect Matilda and the Countess of 

Wolfenbach, and this demands of them a certain observance of rules of propriety. For 

them, too, one of the main endeavours that their socialization requires is the attempt to 

hide, to repress, or to control feelings: Matilda “tried to acquire new spirits; but it was 

an endeavour only” (p.41); she “endeavoured to compose her spirits” (p.46); “to assume 

a composure she did not feel” (p.132); “to be better company” (p.75) when she looks 

too dejected; Mrs. Courtney “depended upon time, absence, and her own endeavours, to 

conquer a passion she could not but look upon as hopeless” (p.89); the Marchioness 
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addresses Matilda “[w]ith a deep sigh, which she endeavoured, though in vain, to 

repress” (p.26); when the Countess of Wolfenbach is commanded to marry the Count, 

she “endeavoured to reply, but burst into tears” (p.32), causing her father to call her a 

“[f]oolish girl”, who must “receive the honor (…) in a manner more worthy of [herself] 

and [him].” (ibid.) Here, as in Radcliffe’s narrative, the numerous formulaic 

constructions with “endeavour” bring the character’s mind to the fore in the middle of 

hectic activity: as the plot presents us with yet another vicissitude, the character is 

stranded, the endeavour signifying his or her lingering in a liminal state between violent 

emotion and the return to self-possession. The iteration of these formulas creates the 

illusion of constant, often ineffectual struggle, the characters retaining their status as 

extraordinary, exemplary figures by their repeated attempts at commanding their 

passions, yet failing against apprehensions and oppressions equally extraordinary. We 

turn to examples from Radcliffe’s The Italian to observe its variations in formulaic 

wording to further illustrate this point: “[Vivaldi] did not long intrude upon the 

sacredness of sorrow, and the short time he remained was employed in endeavours to 

command his own emotion and to soothe her’s” (p.43); “[Ellena] sometimes 

endeavoured to look with resignation upon the events which might render such a step 

desirable; but it was an effort that seldom soothed her even with a temporary self-

delusion.” (p.303) For the female heroine, as we have suggested earlier, fortitude and 

patience are the virtuous paths to take in order to endure evils that she is powerless to 

stand up against. The precept is clear, so the slight variations of the formulas ensure that 

they will echo in the reader’s memory for quick recognition: “[i]f she could endure with 

calmness the hardships which she could not avoid, half their weight would be unfelt; 

and she now most strenuously endeavoured to attain the strength of mind, which was 

necessary to support such equanimity”; “she endeavoured to meet with fortitude and to 
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endure with patience, the evil which she could neither avoid nor subdue”; “[a]ll, that 

now remained for her, was to endeavour patiently to endure present evils, which she 

could not conquer.” (The Italian, pp.85, 65, 70) In the following passage, we observe 

how self-control is impossible to achieve for either Vivaldi or Ellena, despite their best 

efforts at reasoning: 

 

Vivaldi, then ashamed of the weakness he had betrayed, besought her forgiveness, 

and endeavoured to appease apprehensions which passion only made plausible, 

and which reason reproved; notwithstanding which, he could recover neither 

tranquillity nor confidence; nor could Ellena, though her conduct was supported 

and encouraged by justness of sentiment, entirely remove the oppression of spirits 

she had felt from almost the first moment of this interview.  

The Italian, vol. 1, ch. V, p.59-60 

 

  

The paragraph is articulated with binary constructions (we have already explored in 

chapter 2 the characteristic rhetoric of binaries in Radcliffe’s style), which give 

prominence not only to the ever-present struggle between passion and reason, but also, 

by the use of concessive clauses, to the impossibility of overcoming the state of 

endeavour, of achieving success at the attempt to control our passions using our reason. 

We must concede the effort, while acknowledging that Vivaldi’s apprehensions, and 

Ellena’s “oppresion of spirits”, will persist. Even after her most explicit theorization 

about the topic, St Aubert’s dying speech to Emily in Udolpho, Radcliffe pairs the 

philosophical argument with the ensuing attitude of “filial virtue”—the endeavour to 

follow a father’s advice: “Emily assured him, that his advice was most precious to her, 

and that she would never forget it, or cease from endeavouring to profit by it” (p.80, our 

emphasis). On her arrival at La Vallée, Emily must put to the test her fortitude to fight 

the “useless sorrow” against which her father warned her, and there she repeats her 

promise: “O my father! if you are permitted to look down upon your child, it will please 

you to see, that she remembers, and endeavours to practise, the precepts you have given 
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her.” (p.92) What we perceive through the ubiquity of formulaic expressions featuring 

“endeavour” is the persistence of the character in the application of a wilful motive to 

act. The endeavour in itself, it could be argued, signals a certain triumph of reason over 

passion, in that actions are no longer involuntary, but intentional. The following chapter 

will take us to some of the actions and external signs of emotion that are described, or 

could be considered as, involuntary. 

The principle, in its simplest form, then, would state that society, and particularly 

“polite” society, imposes a restraint on the spontaneous display of feelings—a 

restriction we are familiar with, but the very nature of society, understood as the 

relationship that binds the characters together, is difficult to define, and so the context to 

which they must accommodate their behaviour is in turn unstable. For, even though the 

heroes and heroines’ familial relationships are usually very limited, they establish 

multiple, often intimate, connections. Delving into the influence of the folktale character 

enables us to determine the causal link between these two opposing states of solitude 

and company. As Max Lüthi maintains, the folktale hero “is time and again shown as 

one in need of help”; being mainly figures, “carriers of the action”, they are “open to the 

most diverse possibilities, (...) not really restricted to a particular character, background, 

or occupation.” Critically, he contends, “because he is isolated and can easily detach 

himself, he is also capable of entering into new constellations,” those that will enable 

him to get in touch with helpers, to “[accept] their gifts and advice. The fairytale hero is 

the receiver (der Begabte) par excellence.”
25

 The Gothic hero and heroine will be 

detached out of his or her own volition or forced by circumstances and twists of fate, 

but they will invariably enter, too, into brief or long-lasting relationships designed to 

provide help, many of which will take the form of putative family connections. In The 

                                                           
25 Lüthi 1987:137-8, original emphasis. 
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Castle of Wolfenbach this is particularly conspicuous. Regardless of the time they have 

known one another, and in spite of the fact that the true identities of the Countess of 

Wolfenbach or Matilda are concealed from some of them for a long time, they become a 

sort of tightly-knit family. We have thus observed how the Marchioness insists on 

welcoming Matilda into her family from the first day they meet, and even calls her her 

“adopted child”, assuring her that she will behave like a mother to her (“I have adopted 

you, I love you as a child, and will protect you; in me you shall find the mother you 

have lost: fear not therefore, my dearest Matilda”, p.47). Even a more unrelated 

character like Lord Delby feels it his duty to take care of Matilda and escort her to 

Boulogne when she leaves the family, or to accompany the Countess of Wolfenbach to 

Vienna to meet her son.  

Another typically quick, significant connection that the heroine tends to form is a deep 

friendship with a kind-hearted nun, usually a character with whom the protagonist will 

feel an instant, inexplicable bond.
26

 It is not unusual that the Gothic heroine will try to 

find (or will be forced to take) shelter or repose in a convent. This alternative shapes 

what Robert Miles has termed the “Radcliffe choice”, due to its recurrence in 

Radcliffe’s novels. It presents a crisis for the female protagonist, which is usually 

“couched as a deeply uncongenial offer of marriage the subject is unable to refuse. 

Often the Hobson’s choice offered is between the veil and marriage to a misogynistic, 

sometimes murderous, surrogate of the father,” a crisis that for Miles illustrates the 

                                                           
26

 See, for example, Ellena di Rosalba's first encounter with sister Olivia in The Italian: “[her 
countenance] had, however, much that attached the sympathy of Ellena, and much that 
seemed to speak a similarity of feeling." Even before that confirmation of congeniality, we 
have encountered the formulaic description that Radcliffe favours when describing a 
countenance belonging to a female character that will later on be revealed as a relative of the 
protagonist: "[i]t was touched with a melancholy kind of resignation..." (viz. chapter 3) 
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heroine’s incapacity to “[enter] the world.”
 27

 However, a third option is presented for 

Matilda in Wolfenbach, in her twelve months’ deferral with the Marquis and 

Marchioness, and when she finally decides to take refuge in a convent it is to prevent 

her protectors from suffering public shame. This choice constitutes a variation on 

Miles’s “Radcliffe choice” insofar as a lot of the action takes place during that impasse, 

but Matilda’s position differs from the Radcliffean dichotomy, which radicalizes the 

heroine’s choice, and deprives her of liberty either way. Matilda, on the contrary, is 

somehow free during those six months of liminal existence between infantine 

dependence and sacrifice to God’s service, both often interpreted as negations of 

femininity. Matilda’s freedom, and so her feminine condition, are thus only realized in 

the liminal space of the convent, between submission to the father-like figure and 

submission to the Father, since, in her view, she cannot become anybody’s wife. 

The Catholic convent in these novels was often portrayed as a place of oppression on 

women, both by external agents and among themselves, and it is an element that has 

often been pinpointed as a representation of Catholic evils. For the heroine, however, it 

is often a sanctuary of peace and protection.
28

 The nun-helper symbolizes, in such a 

context, the prevalence of human goodness in a selfish society, one where the Christian 

family is actualized in addresses (Sister, Mother), and, one would hope, in actions.
29

 

The benevolent nun tends to stand out in that regard, too, by showing a sincere 

                                                           
27 Robert Miles, Gothic Writing 1750-1820 A Genealogy. Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 1993, 2nd ed. 2002, p.126. 

28 This is the case for Matilda in Wolfenbach, or the peaceful retirement that Emily takes in a 
convent after her father's death in Udolpho. See Brenda Tooley, "Gothic Utopia: Heretical 
Sanctuary in Ann Radcliffe's The Italian", in Gender and Utopia in the Eighteenth Century: 
Essays in English and French Utopian Writing (ed. Nicole Pohl and Brenda Tooley, Ashgate, 
2007, pp. 53-68. 
29 The convent represents a prison, being a closed space where the heroine may be forced to 
relinquish her freedom (sometimes subtly lured into taking the veil, other times forced by a 
tyrannical figure), while also presenting the delineations of "an 'embedded' utopia", allowing 
for social critique interpretations as it "comment[s] upon the exercises of power surrounding 
it" (Tooley 2007:53). 
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devotion, Christian compassion and the much-praised sympathy towards the heroine, in 

a place where only surface piety reigns—see, for example, Ellena’s reaction to sister 

Olivia’s generosity: “you have a heart that can pity, though you inhabit these walls; — 

you have suffered too, and know the delicate generosity of softening the sorrows of 

others, by any attention that may tell them your sympathy.” (The Italian, p.89) In this 

novel, the quasi-familial bonds formed between them are a pre-figuration of their actual 

mother-daughter relationship, which is later on revealed; in other novels, the heroine-

nun relationship remains one of deep friendship and counsel. And whether the 

community’s Christian family bond is enacted truthfully or just superficially, the 

heroine’s isolation feels diminished in the social space of the convent. Here, the 

character retires from society, but she must still observe social rules, her privacy 

reduced to the physical space of her cell and the mental space of prayer. For the most 

part, she will interact with “public” personas, the only exception being her friend, who 

will show her private self behind the veil. 

As a social space, therefore, the convent functions as a familial structure, like most of 

the environments in which the protagonist will find her or himself. None of these are 

ever fully assimilated to real family—the one that the hero or heroine lacks or has lost—

and so their reading as a domestic space is problematical. We have devoted some time 

to the numerous characterizations that make mention of “manners” or “politeness”, a 

quality which, ideally, can only be recognized and defined in the “public” realm 

(although this was rapidly changing in favour of a model of “domestic politeness” for 

women which was not devoid of controversy itself).
30

 Even the characters who live with 

                                                           
30 viz. Cohen:1995, especially chapter 5, “The accomplishment of the eighteenth-century lady”. 
Lawrence E. Klein, however, warns against the a priory dichotomy of the publicity for men and 
privacy for women, particularly for the eighteenth century versus the nineteenth (L.E. Klein, 
“Gender and the public/private distinction in the eighteenth century: some questions about 
evidence and analytical procedure”, Eighteenth-Century Studies, vol.29, no.1, 1995, p.105). 



146 
 

the hero or heroine may shift roles: alternatively (or simultaneously) behaving as 

friends, protectors, hosts or hostesses, guests, counsellors, even parents and daughters, 

the relationship between these characters varies greatly, and so the society they enjoy 

when being together can be called neither “domestic” or “private”, nor truly “public”.
31

 

The liminal nature of this company is accurately expounded in Cohen’s definition of 

“social spaces” reminiscent of Jürgen Habermas’s “public sphere”, among which she 

cites “the tea-table, assemblies, mixed social gatherings, visiting, the spaces for cultural 

production, company”. These “were both more ambiguous and less stable than the salon 

in France, because they referred to a ‘space-between’, hovering between inside and 

outside”.
32

 If we understand the family as a private sphere, curiously, there is no easing 

of rules of politeness, but within its context we can, at least, reconcile politeness and 

sincerity. As Cohen summarizes, “[i]f the social space distorts and corrupts politeness 

reducing it to empty gestures, artifice and display, then true politeness is to be found 

within.” She cites the moralist John Burton, who enlightened his young readers thus: 

“[y]our behaviour at home, when withdrawn as it were, from the public eye (...) will be 

the real criterion of courtesy.”
33

 The family eye, it transpires, is less judgmental than 

“the public eye”, but it is an eye nevertheless, which hints at our previous argument that 

                                                           
31 We are using the words “public”, “domestic” and “private” in the most general manner 
possible in order to define the in-betweenness of the characters’ social relation, but we are 
aware that they respond to very contested concepts themselves, and have been object of 
extensive criticism. See again, for example, L.E. Klein's article cited earlier, where he notes that 
"what people in the eighteenth century most often meant by "public" was sociable as opposed 
to solitary (which was "private")", p. 104. 
32 Cohen 1995:66. Cohen is characterizing the English spaces of socialization, which were 

brought about by “eighteenth-century practices of sociability” in Britain (loc.cit.), as opposed 

mainly to the French ones, and indeed the social activity of the party bears more resemblance 

to this type of spaces than to the French salons, even when the action is not set in England. 

33 Cohen, op.cit.:75. The quotation corresponds to John Burton, Lectures on Female Education 
and Manners, 2 vols, London, 1793, p.97.  
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surveillance is inescapable.
34

 The centrality of manners ensured that, as Habermas noted 

in The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, “[s]ubjectivity, as the innermost 

core of the private, was already oriented to an audience.”
35

 Yet the experience of the 

reader, an individual that engages in the increasingly private activity of silent reading, 

encompasses a peek into the characters’ coping with social situations as well as into 

their inner experiences, notably, that of terror. If there is no escaping scrutiny, and if 

public spaces partake of the private and vice versa, there is an irreducible tension as to 

when the display of passion is to take place, and when and in what form it is acceptable. 

The conflicting coexistence of attempts to hide one’s feelings and inordinate outbursts 

of tears arises both from this liminal nature of social spaces and the tendency to dwell 

on extreme actions, which will lead to a dichotomy in the display of intense feeling, 

represented in two conventional scenes or tableaux of fits of passion: a character either 

rushing out of the room to hide every tear, or bursting out crying before feeling 

becomes overpowering. St. Aubert provides us with one of the most serene approaches 

to the theme of leaving the room to hide tears, when his dying wife’s resignation and 

efforts “to conceal her sorrow (...) frequently affected St. Aubert so much as to oblige 

him to leave the room.” (p.19) Crying does not prevent the omnipresent “endeavour” to 

                                                           
34 It is important to remember, though, that as Klein points out, we must be careful to equate 

the home with the private, and in general, we should extend our care to avoiding anachronism 

as much as possible. With the Gothic novel we must add a second level, that of possible 

anachronisms within the novels, given that they are overwhelmingly presented as set in the 

past, at historical moments of even more precarious distinction between public and private 

spheres. We could argue tentatively that, if the creation of a private sphere ran alongside that 

of a privatization of economic activity and the rise of the bourgeoisie, to follow Habermas’s 

interpretations, then a novel that claims to portray older times and an eminently aristocratic 

society should not yet show the delineations of privacy in the family scene. The author of a 

Gothic novel, however, could incur in anachronisms him or herself, and offer a closer portrayal 

of eighteenth-century manners than he or she intends. 

35 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 1962 (tr. Thomas 
Burger with the assistance of Frederick Lawrence). Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1991, p.49 
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compose his appearance, an endeavour which is not only ineffectual, but makes him feel 

even worse: “[h]aving indulged his tears awhile, he would dry them and return to the 

chamber with a countenance composed by an endeavour which did but increase his 

grief.” (ibid.) The violent passions provoked by love and desperation, and indulged in 

the presence of a lover, belong to spaces that can never be fully private, as it would be 

highly inappropriate for a suitor to enjoy such intimacy with the heroine. We thus 

witness fits of passion in spaces that achieve a certain level of privacy by being retired 

from the house, usually an open space (a garden, a pavilion), where the fear of detection 

can never be fully dismissed. Male characters are the most prone to this type of 

desperate addresses, like Valancourt’s parting scenes with Matilda, where his frenzied 

speech and actions betray his inability to repress passionate outbursts:  

 

[R]elapsing into despondency, he again felt only for himself, and lamented again 

this cruel separation, in a voice and words so impassioned, that Emily could no 

longer struggle to repress her own grief, or to sooth his. Valancourt, between these 

emotions of love and pity, lost the power, and almost the wish, of repressing his 

agitation; and, in the intervals of convulsive sobs, he, at one moment, kissed away 

her tears.  

 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.1, ch.XIII, p.154, our emphasis  

 

Losing the power to command his feelings can be understood as a consequence of the 

force of passion, while losing the wish, the will to control them, signals a triumph over 

reason—as we indicated earlier, the endeavour means that there is at least a wilful effort 

to make reason prevail, which Valancourt denies himself. Whether the space is mostly 

private or public, as we have argued earlier, the observance of the principles of manners 

and fortitude demands that the characters inhibit or restrain their overpowering 

emotions, and yet, the incapacity to check passionate impulses seems to be at the same 

time reprehensible and a sign of extreme feeling and sensibility that is to be admired or 

at least sympathized with. 
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Another private recess within a communal space is the gardens adjacent to the Convent 

of St.Clare and the Abbey of the Capuchins in The Monk. The gardens of the convent 

witness a serious negligence to command passions, in this case physical desire, and they 

provide Raymond and Agnes with sufficient privacy to meet regularly and even have 

sexual intercourse: “[w]e met nightly in the Gardens of St. Clare, and in an unguarded 

moment I violated my vows of Chastity,” confesses Agnes to Ambrosio, while the 

gardens of the abbey afford the novice Rosario/Matilda the possibility to escape society 

and meditate on the object of his love and the possibility of absolute isolation, of 

“bury[ing] [him]self for ever in some impenetrable solitude.” (p.51) Nevertheless, he is 

at that moment joined by another fellow being, Ambrosio. The garden is, after all, only 

an outdoor extension of the already ambivalent space of the abbey, one where, 

Ambrosio reminds him, “[y]ou are secluded from the world which you profess to hate; 

yet you remain in possession of the benefits of society.” (p.54) Still, for Ambrosio and 

Matilda, like for Agnes and Raymond, the garden allows for displays of passion that go 

undetected, like the frenzied attempts of Matilda to remain in the abbey once she 

discloses her sex: “[s]he sprang from the ground; She hastened to follow him, overtook 

him, threw herself in his passage, and embraced his knees. Ambrosio strove in vain to 

disengage himself from her grasp. ‘Do not fly me!’ She cried; ‘Leave me not abandoned 

to the impulse of despair!” (p.59)
36

 When a semi-private space like the garden is not 

available, such wild antics must occur in a social environment, like the room at the 

Marquis’s house, in Wolfenbach, where the Count of Bouville gives free rein to his 

                                                           
36 The association of self-command with masculinity would often surface in fiction as well as in 
other writings about sentiment (Adam Smith, for example, would use the words of "ancient 
moralists" to refer to command of the "driving passions" as "fortitude, manhood, and strength 
of mind" (Smith, op.cit.:216), and he speculates with the notion that "perhaps, the delicate 
sensibility required in civilized nations sometimes destroys the masculine firmness of the 
character" (ibid:189). The wild fit of passion in these novels, however, belongs to the male as 
much as to the female character. 
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passion for Matilda, and his despair at her departure. The Count is careful not to 

disclose how affected he is when Matilda wishes she would die soon to be free from 

Weimar, so he, still reasonably collected, resorts to leaving the room, (“The Count of 

Bouville rose and left the room to conceal his emotions”, p.54), but when she announces 

her retirement, he enters the room “with an air of wildness and distress”, and shouts 

while “throwing himself at her feet, with a frantic look”. To make it clearer that he is 

not restraining himself, the narrator states that “[h]is emotions were violent.” (p.84) 

Matilda hides her tears with a handkerchief, something that does not in the least hide 

her reaction, but rather betrays her feelings. She nevertheless recovers her composure 

and declares the situation “unbecoming” of them, and it is not long before she runs out 

of the room to vent her feelings. In these scenes where emotion is alternatively 

suppressed and unbridled, we must turn to greater scales to progress in the analysis to 

fully understand their effect; we thus explore in the following section how expressions 

of sensibility are connected to the development of the plot and the relation of the genre 

with drama.  

Studies on sensibility in the literature of a century so invested in examinations of moral 

philosophy must inevitably be limited in scope, and ours is no exception. We have 

shown the various formulas isolating key words, without entering much into their many 

combinations. This would doubtlessly enlarge and interweave the network of meaning 

we intend to bring to light, which is nevertheless complex and pervasive enough to 

deserve attention. One conclusion we could draw from this approach is that, given the 

persistence of the theme of the expression of feeling, the words must be repeated 

ineluctably, and this enables us to delve into the construction of meaning through 

repetition, association and cumulativeness, in a process where excess in sensibility is 

represented recursively with an excess of expressions. This self-similar structure is the 
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most notable feature of fractality that is revealed in the treatment of the theme of 

sensibility in these novels. We could also argue that repetition is a sign of a formulaic 

construction which is profoundly embedded in the type of representation of the genre, a 

symptom and a consequence of its liminality: while it helps to construct a somewhat 

“rigid”, heightened, overpatterned system, it also allows for a greater instability as a 

consequence of its complexity and of the paradoxes caused by a discourse based on 

extremes and excess. Formulaic diction, Napier argues, is linked to the genre’s concern 

with “two-dimensional characters”, and the formulaic conventions in the expression of 

feeling are consistent with that two-dimensional characterization: they signal, she 

contends, an “emphasis on the superficial” that marks “Gothic characters’ personalities 

and actions”, by providing (she quotes from Howells) only “gestures of feeling”, 

“external details of emotional display” that deny the reader “any insight into the 

complexity of the feelings themselves.”
37

 The iteration of formulas reveals a much more 

complex picture, however. Characters are exposed time and again to replicated 

situations that demand an exertion of fortitude, either in private—reason attempting to 

subdue terrors or superstitious fear, strength of mind called for to avoid extreme sorrow 

and despair—or in society, where a standard of propriety and manners imposes control 

over exaggerated displays of feeling. This overabundance of situations does not, 

certainly, round off a character, but it provides so many possibilities of behaviour, with 

the variations that formula allows, as to insinuate depth of character. The surface of 

these two-dimensional characters, if we agree to accept their definition as such, has, in 

the light of this iterative, fractal model, a non-integer, “fractal dimension”, i.e. between 

two and three dimensions. In novels like the ones we have discussed in this chapter, the 

complications of plot do not necessarily “flatten” a character, but rather award us with 

                                                           
37 Napier, op.cit.:33, and C.A. Howells, Love, Mystery, and Misery: Feeling in Gothic Fiction. 
London, 1978, p.24. 
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an additional instantiation of the character’s individual response, one that, while 

conventional, is fraught with tension and the paradoxes of excess that we have analysed 

throughout this section. If three-dimensionality is to be found in change, in the pitfall of 

an otherwise consistent (read “flat”) character, the multiplicity of “endeavours” to 

control feeling of whatever nature indicates the possibility, each time, of failure, sowing 

the surface of the character with “holes” where we can peek into the depth that a 

different reaction would afford. This sustained tension undermines the stability of 

repetition, the anticipation of a conventional reaction, and the possibility of a 

recognizable moral message.  

The evolution and modification of convention can also be traced thanks to the analysis 

of collocation, as Janet Todd already indicated. “Sensibility” was to her “the key term of 

the period”, and “[its] adjectives tell the tale of its rise and fall. It is ‘exquisite’ in 

Addison, ‘delicate’ in Hume, ‘sweet’ in Cowper, and ‘dear’ in Sterne. But as it declines 

from fashion, it becomes ‘acute’ in Austen, ‘trembling’ in Hazlitt, ‘mawkish’ in 

Coleridge, and ‘sickly’ in Byron.”
38

 While such a historical review of a few choice 

terms is indeed enlightening for an overview of general attitudes to feeling, formulaicity 

reminds us to turn our attention to quantity as well as quality: the responses to extreme 

feeling can be said to be conventional, but formulaic construction ensures that the 

repetition of scenes is not identical. Mirroring the endeavours that Gothic characters 

constantly undertake, the exploration of sensibility in the genre never constitutes a full-

on transgression of conventional responses. Rather, it is the convention that will be 

insensibly modified by the variation of formulas, as the exploratory pull, always in the 

direction of excess, branches off in two directions: either intensifying the quality of the 

emotion—into more sensationalist scenes and texts, that is, into the adherence to horror 

                                                           
38 Todd, op.cit.:7. 
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versus terror—or focusing on the quantity of affecting scenes, as in miscellanies and 

“shilling shockers” that reduce longer works selecting their most emotional passages. 

The weight of repetition is also crucial for the moral message of the novels. In the 

words of Barbara Benedict, “[i]t is not in the eventual triumph of good over evil after 

persistent struggle that the moral force of Radcliffe’s novels lies. Rather, it is in the 

repeated vignettes, the mirrored scenes, the replicated postures.”
39

 This is, we could 

argue, applicable not only to Radcliffe, as it lies at the heart of the formulaic 

composition that pervades the genre. What Benedict leaves unexplained is how these 

repeated scenes work to carry the moral force of the novel, an issue that we will try to 

elucidate in the following chapter, where we move on to examine reader response and 

the effects of displays of feeling on the main moralising agent in the eighteenth century: 

sympathy. 

 

                                                           
39 Barbara M. Benedict, Framing Feeling: Sentiment and Style in English Prose Fiction 1745-
1800. New York: AMS Press, 1994, p.176. 



154 
 

 

 

 

SECTION 3 

 

WIDENING THE SCALE 

 

 



155 
 

 

CHAPTER 6  

 BOUNDARIES WITH DRAMA AND PAINTING 

 

 

 

IDENTIFICATION AND MEDIATION IN THE GOTHIC, TRAGEDY AND SENTIMENTAL DRAMA 

 

 

Placing sympathy at the centre of the rhetoric of emotion enables us to understand not 

only the frequency and intensity of passionate outbursts, but also the nature and import 

of mediating discourses, which will generally serve to render it a pleasurable and 

morally elevating object. In a discussion of the effect of words, Burke explained in his 

Enquiry that poetry and rhetoric were concerned with “affect[ing] rather by sympathy 

than imitation; to display rather the effect of things on the mind of the speaker, or of 

other [sic], than to present a clear idea of the things themselves”.
1
 Words, he argued, 

influence the passions when we make use of what he terms “a strong expression”. As 

opposed to “a clear expression”, which “regards the understanding”, a strong expression 

“belongs to the passions”; and while one “describes a thing as it is[,] the other describes 

it as it is felt.”
2
 The effect the latter has on our minds makes us “yield to sympathy, 

what we refuse to description”. In other words, there are expressions that appeal to our 

reason, while others appeal to our passions, working upon our capacity for sympathetic 

response. 

At this point, however, it seems indispensable to bear in mind that the term “passion”, 

or rather, “the passions”, still evades clear-cut definition. Ranging from “the antithesis 

of reason” (an equally slippery term) to a violent emotion, it is usually charged with 

connotations of lack of self-control and unchecked impulses. According to those 

                                                           
1 Burke 1757 (1987):172. 
2 Ibid.: 175. 
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premises, Matilda’s or Valancourt’s sudden fits of desperation and grief, or Weimar’s 

attempt to kill Matilda when he is cornered by pirates, could be termed as passionate 

reactions. In terms of sympathetic response, however, they are opposed: the first arouses 

feelings of pity, usually labelled a “tender” feeling, whereas in the second, characters 

and readers alike perceive the proximity of death, a sensation productive of sublime 

feelings in being related to primal instincts of survival.
3
 It is from this perspective that a 

distinction can be made between expressions of sentiment and those of passion, 

respectively.
4
 Even though we have not delved into that discrimination previously in our 

study, it will serve us now to probe the significance of the communication of feeling 

further, as well as to ground a more thorough analysis of the mediation of feeling 

expressions in narrative later on. 

In the light of this distinction, the strongest passions become associated with self-

preservation and individualistic impulse, whereas their much safer counterpart, 

sentiment, promotes outwardness and strengthening of social bonds. The line that 

separates them, therefore, is the one that delimits acceptability.
5
 This means that we can 

refer to an excess of emotional discharges in the novel not only in relation to the 

frequency of the scenes and expressions (as we have seen in the previous section), but 

also in relation to the intensity of their effects, as they oscillate between the pathos of 

the numerous scenes of tearful confidence and reunions with long-lost relatives on one 

extreme, and terrifying, sanguinary tableaux on the other. In this section we will explore 

the nuances of those discourses that encourage an identification with the character (a 

                                                           
3 Again according to Burke, “[t]he passions therefore which are conversant about the 
preservation of the individual, turn chiefly on pain and danger, and they are the most powerful 
of all the passions”, and so the suggestion of closeness to death falls into “[w]hatever is fitted 
in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort 
terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror,” 
which he views as the most powerful source of the sublime. (ibid.:38-9, original emphasis) 
4 Clery 2000:31-2. 
5 Burke:38-44 and Clery 2000:31. 
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discourse that seeks to excite feelings of pity and compassion), and we will define a 

number of devices that imply mediation and detachment from the character, placing the 

Gothic novel in the context of eighteenth-century criticism of the arts of drama and 

painting.  

Although differing in force, fictional displays of emotion can be assimilated and, so to 

speak, safely consumed, by virtue of the effects that sympathetic response can have on 

the rest of the characters and on the reader. In this potential for catharsis we place the 

first of a series of associations of the novel with stage tragedy that will occupy our 

analysis presently. The rhetoric of heightened emotion in the Gothic novel was indebted 

to tragedy in several respects, establishing what Clery calls “a fundamental kinship of 

tragic drama and Gothic romance” that accounts to a great extent for aspects such as the 

falling from grace of high-rank characters, the historical or exotic settings or the 

presence of the supernatural, on the basis that these were justified as techniques 

envisaged to excite more acute feelings of pity and terror.
6
 Taking tragedy as a model, 

therefore, responded to the necessity to ensure the transference of emotion to the 

reader.
7
 It also ensured a certain didactic value for the novels at a time when criticism 

was widely produced and read, and a nascent literary canon was produced. A literary 

work’s morals were a substantial part of its value, and novels were berated especially 

during the second half of the century, with arguments that attacked heir supposed 

corrupting potential, a view that popularized the figure of the frivolous, even 

degenerate, novel reader.
8
 These attacks may see surprising to the modern reader, for 

                                                           
6 Clery 2000:14. 
7 An influence that was closer, however, to Shakespearean models than to strictly classical or 
neo-classical rules of tragedy. Walpole, for instance, defended a link to Shakespeare’s relative 
freedom against Voltaire’s criticism, which focused on the English playwrights’ (notably 
Shakespeare) mixture of comedy and tragedy and disregard of the unities. 
8 The association of Gothic fiction with nostalgia, “chivalric ideals” and romantic notions only 
made its readers more easily related to Quixotic figures. In the span from Lennox’s The Female 
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whom the didactic tone of the novels is easily discernible. Our discussion will now be 

concerned with characters as carriers of the moral weight of the novel and with the 

process of reader identification versus mediation of the message. In sum, with how the 

reader perceived the character as a valid model, and how the reader can be said to 

“learn” about feeling through the characters. We will also enter on distinct types of 

mediation: mediation as a filtering of the moral message through a character or 

narrator’s voice, and mediation in the operation of the mechanisms of taste and 

judgement that are called into play. 

One of the points of contact with tragedy, then, was the ubiquity of noble characters, or 

of those that are elevated to a high rank. Their presence was usually linked to 

didacticism, although with discrepancies between authors. For Joanna Baillie, who 

theorized at length in the introduction to her Plays on the Passions, tragic characters can 

convey a forceful moral message, even if their grandeur forestalls direct identification:  

 

Tragedy, in presenting to us great characters struggling with difficulties, and 

placed in situations of eminence and danger, in which few of us have any chance 

of being called upon to act, conveys its moral efficacy to our minds by the 

enlarged views which it gives to us of human nature, by the admiration of virtue 

and execration of vice which it excites, and not by the examples it holds up for our 

immediate application.
9
 

 

Indeed, for Baillie, what is most affected by the dignity of the character is sympathy: 

“[a] king driven from his throne will not move our sympathy so strongly as a private 

                                                                                                                                                                          
Quixote (1752) to Austen’s Northanger Abbey (published in 1717 but finished in 1803) and 
beyond, the anxieties about (mainly women) losing control over their passions, surrendering to 
idle fancies and even forsaking their modesty, were commonplace. For example, the author of 
New and Elegant Amusements for the Ladies of Great Britain. By a Lady (London: printed for 
the author, 1772), in her advice on suitable reading material for ladies, acknowledged that 
“the mind delights sometimes to be a little unbent”, but still assigns to novels the purpose of 
“assist[ing] our judgments” and “improv[ing] our morals” (pp. 135-36), a task that very few 
succeed in: most novels are said to be “destitute of sentiment, language, or moral.” (p.51) 
9 Baillie, 1798: 11. 
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man torn from the bosom of his family”.
10

 In radical contrast to this opinion stood 

Kames’s views on sublimity and grandeur, which affect us in a number of ways, 

including sympathy:  

 

The irregular influence of grandeur reaches also to other matters: however good, 

honest, or useful, a man may be, he is not so much respected as is one of a more 

elevated character, tho’ of less integrity; nor do the misfortunes of the former 

affect us so much as those of the latter.
11

 

 

For Kames, rank can be a distorting factor, one that can even override the values 

transmitted by the character: no honesty or integrity can affect the reader more than the 

dignity of an “elevated character”. This goes in accordance with the chapter which this 

quotation comes from: for Kames, sublimity and grandeur are productive of the most 

agreeable sensations. However, while he does specify that virtues like generosity or 

magnanimity are typically called grand or elevated, he goes on to associate grandeur 

and sublimity with rank and “superior beings”. For Baillie, in contrast, it is precisely 

humbleness that moves the audience. We may conclude that Kames and Baillie are 

considering different criteria for establishing what sort of character is the most apt to 

affect the reader and prompt identification: for Kames the criterion seems to be the 

capacity to excite more intense feelings of sublimity or stir our desires of 

aggrandizement (“[n]o desire is more universal than to be exalted and elevated (...) our 

attachment to things grand and lofty, proceeds from their connection with our favourite 

passion”),
12

 whereas for Baillie it seems to be a principle of similarity between 

individuals. 

Much of the dignity of the protagonist, whether social or moral, is presented to the 

reader in sharp contrast to lower characters. Those that, for Baillie, held a greater 

                                                           
10 ibid.: 9. 
11 Kames, vol.1, ch.4, "Grandeur and Sublimity", p.178. 
12 Kames, op.cit.: 164-5. 



160 
 

potential for direct identification—the character that is “more upon a level with 

ourselves”—would be the comic character, not only in tragedies (as comic relief or 

otherwise), but also in comedies. We argue that in the Gothic novel, and following 

Baillie’s criterion of similarity, these lower characters with a greater potential for 

identification will usually be servants that take a comic turn, who, in their less refined 

reactions, present the reader with an alternative response to the events that befall the 

more elevated characters, and who, by virtue of contrast, increase the merit of the 

protagonists’ control of their passions.
13

 See, for instance, this description of Vivaldi 

and his faithful servant Paulo in The Italian: 

 

Paulo, meanwhile, mute and grave, was watchful of all that passed; he observed 

the revolutions in his master’s mind, with grief first, and then with surprize, but he 

could not imitate the noble fortitude, which now gave weight and steadiness to 

Vivaldi’s thoughts. 

 

The Italian, vol. 2, ch.VI, p.199 

 

While impelled to respect and emulate the dignified fortitude of Vivaldi, the reader is 

mirrored in Paulo’s reaction: he or she watchful and responds with emotions of his or 

her own—grief and surprise—which are excited by the turmoil in the hero’s mind. 

Vivaldi, however, is an extraordinary being in the command of his passions (and even, 

it is suggested, of bodily pain), and so he remains an unsuccessful model for imitation.
14

 

In terms of mediation and framing of the intense feeling in the scene, the inclusion of 

                                                           
13Comedy was not entirely excluded from tragedy nor from the Gothic novel, as we noted in 

the introduction to this section. Comic characters are, in fact, central to a study of reader 

response in the genre (see chapter 7, footnote 41) 

14 In a hypothetical situation proposed by the narrator, Vivaldi could be the uncommonly 
virtuous man who, in Adam Smith's A Theory of Moral Sentiments, resists torture without a 
groan, eliciting our "highest admiration" and "surprise" (Adam Smith, 1790(2006):26, viz. 
chapter 2.3.). Radcliffe's narrator explains that "[t]he pain of [Vivaldi's] wounds was no longer 
felt; it appeared as if the strength of his intellectual self had subdued the infirmities of the 
body, and, perhaps, in these moments of elevation, he could have endured the torture without 
shrinking." (The Italian, ch.16) 
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these secondary characters can be said to reinforce the quality of the reader as a 

spectator, while at the same time the protagonists’ attitudes to distress and intense 

emotion are clearly characterized as the preferred, more admirable option. In this type 

of scenes, the reader would not be directed so much towards passion as towards 

compassion, a distinction that also finds a correlate in the development of taste in 

tragedy during the eighteenth century.  

Being an act of judgement, and so part of a reflective stage in the act of reception, taste 

is one of the mediating devices that play a large role in eighteenth century literature, one 

which entails the sharing of common standards of acceptable artistic production. It has 

been remarked earlier in this section that even classical tragedies would be retouched to 

accommodate to current taste in the eighteenth century, with adaptations and rewritings 

of plays taking precedence over mere translations. Tellingly, one anonymous critic to 

Richard West’s Hecuba (1726), an attempt at a translation of Euripides with minimal 

alterations in the plot and dramatis personae, remarked that “there is not one Drama of 

Antiquity, that in a meer Translation, would not suffer Persecution on the present 

Stage.”
15

 Even for Euripides, who was celebrated for his capacity to move the audience, 

some help was necessary to produce tears. In their account of the “She-Tragedy”, Hall 

and Macintosh examine the strategies that playwrights would adopt to comply with “the 

new aesthetics of drama”, one that shared with fiction the predilection for “virtue in 

distress”, and which “replac[ed] heroic drama’s associated concepts of terror and awe” 

with the language of sensibility, virtue, delicacy and benevolence.
16

 Among thoses 

strategies we can count the authors’ search for classical plays whose plots could serve as 

inspiration for female-centred tragedies, the plot alterations that would excuse or even 

                                                           
15 Anon. (1726) Reflections upon Reflections. Being Some Cursory Remarks on the Tragedy of 
Hecuba in Answer to the Pamphlet of that Play . London, p.12. Cited in Hall and Macintosh 
(2005) Greek Tragedy and the British Theatre 1660-1914. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.98. 
16 Hall and Macintosh, op.cit.:72. 
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expunge the protagonists’ crimes, and the identification of potentially moving scenes 

that would be made to gain affective weight through prolongation and repetition.
17

 

These techniques would effectively turn the (mostly Euripidean) classical tragedies into 

specimens of sentimental drama, where “tragic heroines swoon, rave, or announce 

impending suicide with exhausting frequency.”
18

 Which is not to say that tragedy, 

fiction and even painting saw their subject matter subsumed into one and the same story 

of traumatized female virtue. Granted, there was a uniformity in the sentimentalization 

of tragedy, but it was, we believe, the result of an attempt at portraying conventionally 

virtuous (and thus socially acceptable) characters, which bespeaks the concern with 

moral instruction that was concomitant with an appetite for sentimental excess. With 

their modifications of Greek originals, eighteenth-century dramatists catered for a 

growing female audience while providing them with acceptable models of womanhood: 

sexual openness was downplayed, conjugal love and motherhood sanctified.
19

 

Notwithstanding the force of the discourse of sympathy, whose most moving agents 

were still pity and terror, the necessity to control the sway of the passions resulted in 

similar mediating approaches throughout literary works at the time. Thus, rewards of 

female virtue (usually in the form of chastity or Christian fortitude), punishments of 

ambition, lust and pride, and morals drawn in an often jarring, and overtly moralizing 

tone, abound in drama and fiction alike. 

                                                           
17 ibid.: 71-92. 
18 ibid.: 90. 
19 Nor was there any degradation of the dramatists' talents in undertaking such modifications. 
As Hall and Macintosh remind us, "contemporary critics frequently praised the strategies the 
playwrights devised for 'correcting' the ethical or affective material they found in their ancient 
archetypes" (ibid.:97, original emphasis). The playwright, producer and actor David Garrick was 
conspicuous for his often extensive excisions and adaptations of plays, including 
Shakespeare's. Like the authors that Hall and Macintosh discuss, Garrick consciously searched 
for older plays that would suit his ends of edification of the masses. James E. Tierney remarks 
that "the possibility of removing coarseness and indecencies from the old plays, without 
damage to the whole, was Garrick's primary requirement for considering older plays at all, no 
matter what their earlier reputation." (James E. Tierney, "Recent Studies in Eighteenth-century 
Drama", Philological Quarterly, 62.3, pp.349-350) 
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Devices that serve the opposite impetus, that of saturating the text with scenes of great 

affecting potential, also saw coincidences between the two genres, like the technique of 

repetition and prolongation of poignant scenes, which according to Hall and Macintosh 

was borrowed from sentimental drama. They cite Arthur Sherbo, who in his seminal 

study English Sentimental Drama (1957) established repetition and prolongation as a 

distinguishing feature to determine whether plays otherwise similar could be deemed 

“sentimental”.
20

 Inasmuch as lengthening sentimental episodes can be said to make the 

reader focus on feeling, the argument is hardly refutable. For Gothic fiction, however, 

that repetition has much to do with the ritualization of narrative that we alluded to 

earlier (and which we will examine further in our analysis of recurrence of plot lines),
21

 

rather than with mere wordiness. The premise seems to be that an insistence on 

affecting scenes must necessarily increase the reader’s engagement in sympathy, as long 

as interest does not wane. For Horace Walpole, an adherence to “rules of the drama” 

made of his The Castle of Otranto a remarkably gripping reading: 

 

Terror, the author’s principal engine, prevents the story from ever languishing; 

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

vicissitude of interesting passions.
22

 

 

This praise of the novel’s pace shows the consequence of quality (they must be 

interesting passions after all) as well as quantity of stimuli for a properly affecting 

narrative. Kames illustrates the advantage that acting and narrative have over painting in 

“raising the passions”: 

                                                           
20"Given two plays which demonstrate the same essential characteristics of sentimental drama 
as outlined earlier, one has been accepted as sentimental, the other has not. The difference 
lies in the exploitation of sentimental possibilities by repeated and prolonged emphasis on the 
one hand, and neglect of the same sentimental possibilities by brevity of treatment." Arthur 
Sherbo, English Sentimental Drama. East Lansing, MI: Michigan University Press, 1957, p.35. 
21 See chapters 2 and 7, respectively. 
22 Walpole (1764) The Castle of Otranto, Preface to the First Edition. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1998, p.6. 
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It must not however be thought, that our passions can be raised by painting to 

such a height as by words: a picture is confined to a single instant of time, and 

cannot take in a succession of incidents: its impression indeed is the deepest that 

can be made instantaneously; but seldom is a passion raised to any height in an 

instant, or by a single impression: it was observed above, that our passions, those 

especially of the sympathetic kind, require a succession of impressions; and for 

that reason, reading and acting have greatly the advantage, by reiterating 

impressions without end.
23

 

 

This succession of impressions seemed to be easier to attain in novel-writing: Sherbo 

already remarks that Samuel Richardson could criticize the extremely quick reformation 

of a degenerate character in a play because he had the edge of “using a literary genre 

which permitted him to spend as much time as he saw fit for the thorough enjoyment of 

sentimental effects.”
24

 Not subjected to the relative brevity of the theatre play, the novel 

could dwell on numberless scenes designed to excite sympathy, pity or terror, but as 

Walpole’s preface suggested earlier, the merit of The Castle of Otranto, one of the 

shortest and most condensed Gothic novels, lay not so much in its revelling in 

sentiment, but in its rhythm (the “constant vicissitudes” that the plot offers) and in its 

sustained attention to the objective of tragedy, the inducement of terror and pity. It is 

only natural that the author-as-translator of the novel’s First Preface judged that the 

original author of the Italian piece was more fit for the theatre than for narrative.
25

 The 

repetition and prolongation that Sherbo describes, therefore, are substantially different 

to the principles of iteration and fragmentation that have been identified in the Gothic, 

even if they also serve to lengthen the narrative and allow the reader to dwell on the 

                                                           
23 Kames, Elements of Criticism, vol.1, ch. II, sect. VII, "Emotions caused by Fiction", our 
emphasis. In essays on taste like this one, "reading" would never refer to a novel, but to a play. 
“Reading" and “acting", therefore, were just the two possible modes of reception of the same 
piece. We understand “acting” here as the act of watching drama in performance, as opposed 
to simply reading the play. 
24 Sherbo, 1957:35.  
25

 "It is pity that he did not apply his talents to what they were evidently proper for, the 
theatre." (Walpole, op.cit.:7) 
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affecting potential of the scene. The use of formulaic iteration and fragmentation are 

crucial, as we will analyse in the following paragraphs, to define the genre’s formal 

techniques to induce passions such as terror, and to construct, at the same time, 

mediating devices that contain those same passions.  

First, the narrative does not need to be excessively long in order to create effects of 

prolonged emotion—see, for example, Walpole’s relatively brief but exhilarating 

Otranto, or Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s ‘Sir Bertrand: A Fragment’, a short Gothic tale 

that, in just 1430 words, expands the seemingly simple plot of a knight that proceeds 

through a labyrinthine mansion, and ultimately disenchants a shrouded lady. According 

to the study by Aguirre and Ardoy (2009), this tale does not only exhibit a plot structure 

similar to that of the folktale, but also the phasing of action that is characteristic of tale 

and ritual, and which, as we remarked in section 1 in our analysis of Radcliffe’s 

characterization style, can lengthen a scene (o create the impression of lengthening) by 

fragmenting action and creating successive nodes of tension-resolution. These are in 

effect thresholds to be crossed by the character, which are thus multiplied, expanding 

the character’s experience of the unknown at every phase, and rendering space “not only 

(...) visible, but also numinous, and therefore, an object of terror”.
26

 This repetition can 

also be understood as a fragmentation of the character’s progress: through a series of 

delays, interruptions, and obstacles,
27

 the character motion is suspended and the reader 

is forced to dwell on the freezing power of terror before movement is resumed. The 

following well-known and much-quoted fragment, an excerpt from Isabella’s escape 

                                                           
26 Aguirre and Ardoy (2009) ‘Narrative Morphology in Barbauld’s “Sir Bertrand: A Fragment,”’ 

The Northanger Library (Madrid: The Gateway Press). 

 <http://www.northangerlibrary.com/Documentos/Sir%20Bertrand.pdf> 

27 See Aguirre’s “Geometries of Terror: Numinous Spaces in Gothic, Horror and Science 
Fiction”, Gothic Studies, vol.10, No.2 (Nov 2008), pp.1-17, for a detailed enumeration of the 
formal devices that can constitute a phasing of action, and how they account for a fractal 
structure of the narrative in Gothic fiction. 
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from Manfred in Otranto, is a perfect example of this phased (through fragmentation) 

onward movement: 

 

The lower part of the castle was hollowed into several intricate cloisters; and it 

was not easy for one under so much anxiety to find the door that opened into the 

cavern. An awful silence reigned throughout those subterraneous regions, except 

now and then some blasts of wind that shook the doors she had passed, and which, 

grating on the rusty hinges, were re-echoed through that long labyrinth of 

darkness. Every murmur struck her with new terror; yet more she dreaded to hear 

the wrathful voice of Manfred urging his domestics to pursue her. She trod as 

softly as impatience would give her leave, yet frequently stopped and listened to 

hear if she was followed. In one of those moments she thought she heard a sigh. 

She shuddered, and recoiled a few paces. In a moment she thought she heard the 

step of some person. Her blood curdled; she concluded it was Manfred. Every 

suggestion that horror could inspire rushed into her mind. She condemned her 

rash flight, which had thus exposed her to his rage in a place where her cries were 

not likely to draw anybody to her assistance. Yet the sound seemed not to come 

from behind. If Manfred knew where she was, he must have followed her. She 

was still in one of the cloisters, and the steps she had heard were too distinct to 

proceed from the way she had come. Cheered with this reflection, and hoping to 

find a friend in whoever was not the Prince, she was going to advance, when a 

door that stood ajar, at some distance to the left, was opened gently: but ere her 

lamp, which she held up, could discover who opened it, the person retreated 

precipitately on seeing the light. 

 

The Castle of Otranto, ch.I, pp.27-8 

 

 

The iteration of sounds that freeze the character in place also featured heavily in 

Barbauld’s tale, each one of them designed to delay advance, to imprint terror and arrest 

the character. In Isabella’s condition, “[e]very murmur”, we are told, “struck her with 

new terror”. Curiously, these terrifying scenes are set in spaces which, despite the 

numerous terrifying sounds, are always described as dreadfully silent. The formulaic 

language to refer to silence in these episodes reveals that this was a conventional 

representation: in the subterraneous passages of Otranto “an awful silence” reigns; in 

similar passages in Udolpho we come across “dead silence”, “chilling silence” (three 

times), “dreary silence”, “mysterious silence”, among a multitude of other formulaic 
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constructions.
28

 Just like faint, trembling lights conventionally only make darkness 

more obvious, these sounds only heighten the stillness of Gothic settings. Also 

conventional, and occasionally formulaic, are elements like sudden apprehensions that 

rush into the character’s mind (“[e]very suggestion that horror could inspire rushed into 

her mind”, in this excerpt; “a wish of escaping through the opposite [door] rushed upon 

her mind”, in a similar scene in Udolpho), or the realisation of a state of vulnerability 

(“[s]he condemned her rash flight, which had thus exposed her to his rage in a place 

where her cries were not likely to draw anybody to her assistance”, in Otranto’s 

passage; “a kind of instinctive remembrance of her remote situation from the family 

heightened [terror] to a degree, that almost overcame her senses”; “her terror was not 

soothed, when, looking round her wide and lonely chamber, she again considered her 

remote situation”, in the same scene from Udolpho). These internal doubts are just 

another device to phase the action of the character; they create additional thresholds that 

put the character in contact with the terror caused by the unknown. They can even be 

regarded as another facet of a numinous environment, in that they are beyond the 

characters’ control, either because they are already there without the agency of reason 

(Emily’s “kind of instinctive remembrance”), or because they impinge on their train of 

thought (“rushing upon” their minds). 

                                                           
28 Many of these collocations are truly formulaic patterns as defined by Aguirre (2015). We will 
remember here that they shape “a collocational system (...) [that] does not bind lexical items 
but lexical fields”, these being “groups within which words are held together by relations of 
functional synonymy” (Aguirre 2015:153, original emphasis, and p.144, see introduction for a 
full definition). Thus, in Udolpho the gloom and silence of a chamber may become "gloomy 
silence", or Emily may be "chilled into silence" instead of perceiving "a chilling silence". The 
description of silence can even amount to a description of the character's feelings: characters 
who wait "in fearful silence", in "anxious" or "thoughtful" silence, who look at others "in 
contemptuous silence", who sit "in musing silence" (three occurrences), or who even follow 
others "in trembling silence". Silence, the absence of expression, acquires metonymically the 
array of possibilities of emotion of the susceptible character, including the bodily signs of fear, 
reinforcing the connection between silence and terror. 
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 The devices for the delay and phasing of action, and the consequent profusion of 

thresholds, then, help us to apprehend how the language of the genre operates to create 

terror, and what is more, that the nature of this terror is first and foremost inspired by 

the contact with, or the experience of, the numinous. It is a terror that taps into the 

character’s perception of the incognoscibility of the world, and therefore those scenes 

that invoke the character’s need, or capacity, or desire, to know, are susceptible of 

producing feelings of terror (or its closely related feelings of sublimity or awe) as a 

consequence of the awareness of the numinous. Thus it is that both the phasing of action 

and the formulaic patterns that accompany it are not only to be found in scenes of 

exploration or flight through dreary spaces, but also in scenes of intense emotion where 

the tension of anticipation, heightened by the effects of phasing, may invoke the 

sublime through a “high expectation” that “expands” and “elevates” the mind. To justify 

Emily’s curiosity, just before she sets out to discover what lies behind the mysterious 

veil, the narrator in Udolpho explains: “But a terror of this nature, as it occupies and 

expands the mind, and elevates it to high expectation, is purely sublime, and leads us, 

by a kind of fascination, to seek even the object, from which we appear to shrink.”
29

 

This sublimity is indissoluble from intense curiosity, from the desire or “fascination” to 

know. By delaying disclosure, the threshold that is repeatedly presented to the character 

is the one that would allow us to enter into knowing—the Gothic, in capitalizing upon 

this liminal state between the known and the unknown, thus gives visibility to what lies 

                                                           
29 The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.2, ch.VI, p.248. The seeming contradiction between the states 
of expansion and shrinking may be resolved in the concept of awe, as the contact with the 
Other fills our mind with a sense of wonderment. John Baillie, in his An Essay on the Sublime 
(1747) establishes the connection to explain away the "contradictions" that arise when several 
passions are felt at the same time, or rather, when they "succeed each other by such infinitely 
quick vicissitudes, as to appear instantaneous": "[b]ut which ever way the mind perceives, it is 
certain to common observation, the most different passions and sensations possess the mind 
at the same time. (...) The sublime dilates and elevates the soul, fear sinks and contracts it; yet 
both are felt upon viewing what is great and awful." (Baillie, An Essay on the Sublime, section 
III, "The sublime and the pathetic") 
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on the other side: the unknown object that produces such awe and terror is recalled, 

expected or simply present in the mind or in the surroundings of the character until the 

discovery is made, so that its numinous properties seem to pervade the space, and terror 

“occupies the mind.” At the same time, the strong feelings it arouses are contained for 

the reader through iteration and conventionalization: the outcome becomes predictable, 

as the convention makes the situation familiar enough to the reader to control the awe it 

inspires. Some scenes that present such magnified expectation of resolution are those 

that feature a comic character (usually a servant) recounting a story with painful 

attention to trivial details or annoying interruptions,
30

 or scenes of recognition that, like 

this one of Julia finding her mother in A Sicilian Romance, are divided by moments of 

unutterable emotion.
31

 While the ability to speak returns to the characters, we are 

offered visual representations of passion and expectation, until, after a number of such 

interruptions, the identity of the mysterious character is revealed: 

 

The door opened, and she beheld in a small room, which received its feeble light 

from a window above, the pale and emaciated figure of a woman, seated, with 

half-closed eyes, in a kind of elbow-chair. On perceiving Julia, she started from 

her seat, and her countenance expressed a wild surprise.  Her features, which 

were worn by sorrow, still retained the traces of beauty, and in her air was a mild 

dignity that excited in Julia an involuntary veneration. 

She seemed as if about to speak, when fixing her eyes earnestly and steadily upon 

Julia, she stood for a moment in eager gaze, and suddenly exclaiming, ‘My 

daughter!’ fainted away.  

The astonishment of Julia would scarcely suffer her to assist the lady who lay 

senseless on the floor. A multitude of strange imperfect ideas rushed upon her 

mind, and she was lost in perplexity; but as she examined the features of the 

stranger; which were now rekindling into life, she thought she discovered the 

resemblance of Emilia! 

                                                           
30 We will deal briefly with the role of comic characters, including their contributions to the 
advancement of the plot, in chapter 7. 
31 Another type of scene with similar structures of delayed resolutions, interrupted by 
moments of all-too-powerful emotion, is the scene of dialogue between lovers, where their 
fate seems to depend on a decision. Valancourt and Emily conversing (or rather, exchanging 
sobs and agitated, unfinished arguments) provide the reader with several such scenes in 
Udolpho. 
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The lady breathing a deep sigh, unclosed her eyes; she raised them to Julia, who 

hung over her in speechless astonishment, and fixing them upon her with a tender 

earnest expression--they filled with tears. She pressed Julia to her heart, and a few 

moments of exquisite, unutterable emotion followed. When the lady became more 

composed, ‘Thank heaven!’ said she, ‘my prayer is granted. I am permitted to 

embrace one of my children before I die. Tell me what brought you hither. Has the 

marquis at last relented, and allowed me once more to behold you, or has his death 

dissolved my wretched bondage?’ 

Truth now glimmered upon the mind of Julia, but so faintly, that instead of 

enlightening, it served only to increase her perplexity. 

‘Is the marquis Mazzini living?’ continued the lady. These words were not to be 

doubted; Julia threw herself at the feet of her mother, and embracing her knees in 

an energy of joy, answered only in sobs. 

 

A Sicilian Romance, ch.XIV, p.174 

 

 Not only does this scene follow a scene of escape (conveniently phased, with 

obstructions and searches for doors and bolts) with an unbroken rhythm in the narrative 

that allows us to perceive it as one and the same, but the conventional formulaic 

expressions that we identified earlier in the excerpts from Otranto and Udolpho also 

help to reinforce the idea that physical escape, discovery and recognition have 

something in common. Here, “a multitude of strange imperfect ideas rushed upon 

[Julia’s] mind”, and truth, the knowledge that should enlighten our minds, behaves like 

the imperfect lights that only render gloomy spaces even more mysterious: “[t]ruth now 

glimmered upon the mind of Julia, but so faintly, that instead of enlightening, it served 

only to increase her perplexity”. She is, as we are told earlier, “lost in perplexity”: for 

Julia, there is little or no transition from finding herself in a physical maze to being 

amazed. The formal elements that work to fragment and thus phase the action highlight 

the similarities between obstructions of physical advancement and obstructions of the 

advancement of knowledge, with the relational effect of iteration reinforced in this 

particular case by the juxtaposition of physical escape and recognition in the same 

scene. For the reader, however, the cognoscibility of reality is retained thanks to 

convention, since it is possible to predict an outcome (if only approximate sometimes, 
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and based on previous conventional instances). The reader, in this respect, stands 

slightly ahead of the character and is able to evade her extreme degree of perplexity, 

even when the phasing techniques work to encourage identification with the character. 

As we stated in the introduction to this section, iteration and conventionalization work 

both to imbue the reader’s response with a sense of unmediated identification, and to 

contain the force of the passions (including the perplexity of the unknown) that it 

provokes, in this case by giving the reader an advantage of awareness vis-à-vis the 

character. The conflicting effects of identification and detachment get complicated 

further if we observe that the feeling of curiosity is shared by character and reader alike, 

and it is indeed curiosity that leads us, in the words of Joanna Baillie, to partake of the 

characters’ distresses. Note the similarities between her wording and the justification of 

Emily’s curiosity in Udolpho that we quoted earlier: “[t]o see a human being bearing 

himself up under such circumstances, or struggling with the terrible apprehensions 

which such a situation impresses, must be the powerful incentive that makes us press 

forward to behold what we shrink from, and wait with trembling expectation for what 

we dread.” She calls this “sympathetic curiosity”, implying that this drive is necessarily 

linked to a desire to share in the feelings of the person (or character) we observe.
32

 As 

we have just concluded, this impulse to identify with the character’s extreme distress is 

checked by the visibility of conventions in the narrative. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
32 Baillie, Joanna: 2 et passim. We will return to Baillie's concept later, in our discussion of the 
reader as spectator. 
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THE MEDIATION OF VISUAL SIGNS____________________________________________ 

 

What shaped much of the expression of feeling in novels, bringing in new, intergeneric 

spaces between novel and play, was the approach of eighteenth-century audiences to the 

performance of tragedy. Here the language of the novel finds a new scale of analysis: 

the iteration of a larger formulaic unit, the tableau or “dramatic picture” of emotion, and 

with it new references and interconnections. We will not refer here to the fact that some 

Gothic romances were considered as performable (with due adaptation and 

abridgement), but rather to the tendency to give form to accounts of intense feeling in 

narrative according to the same gesturing conventions as in dramatic and, as we will see 

later, pictorial representation. So, while it was still affecting to read how the characters 

voiced their feelings, the verbalization of passion is most frequently accompanied by the 

depiction of those actions, movements and gestures that the passion in question would 

be expected to provoke. In the experience of the reader, the highly conventionalized 

visual element involved in the representation of emotion is replaced by linguistic 

description, creating a doubly formulaic, aural-visual echo throughout the text.  

It would seem logical to think that drama would be free from this linguistic description, 

pertaining as the latter does to the narratorial voice, so that, without any intrusions or 

mediations between the character and the reader or spectator, the identification with the 

character would be complete. But somehow, as Kames warns us, this mediating, 

obtrusive discourse finds its way into the experience of the reader of drama:
33

 “cool 

description”, and “florid declamation” are the trademarks of an author that is figuring 

himself a spectator, and writes from that position, “entertain[ing] his readers with his 

                                                           
33 Kames refers alternatively to the reception of the dramatic text (assimilating it to poetry on 
certain occasions) and to the reception of the dramatic performance of that text. 
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own reflections.”
34

 What would be preferable, he defends, is “making [his readers] eye-

witnesses, as it were, to a real event, and to every movement of genuine passion.”
35

 

There is no warmth in a descriptive style: it is “a very cold entertainment” (since it 

abounds in “cool description”), no moving takes place that would warm the audience’s 

hearts. “[O]ur sympathy”, he continues, “is not raised by description; we must first be 

lulled into a dream of reality, and every thing must appear as passing in our sight.”
36

 At 

the time of performance, finally, even the actor is “unhappy” at the prospect of playing 

“a descriptive tragedy”, as he finds his actions “cramped”, and the character’s voice 

usurped by an external description: “he must utter, not the sentiments of the passion he 

feels, but a cold description in the language of a bystander.”
37

 Given this bias towards 

the presence of the character, be it bodily presence on stage or their voice (one that 

speaks “the true language of passion”), it is not surprising that the Gothic novel will try 

to present the workings of the passions on the characters’ bodies to ensure that the 

reader is as close as possible to an “eye-witness” of actions and feelings. But just as 

they exploit the potential for affect and sympathy, visual scenes of passion also present 

an opportunity for moral education. The descriptive voice of the bystander, of the 

narrator as spectator, cannot be totally obliterated if we are to educate the reader’s own 

sensibility, as we will see presently. 

Although there is not an extensive catalogue of set manifestations of emotion in the 

genre, those instances where bodily reactions to feeling are more vividly described and 

close to dramatic performance are clearly codified. The image of the character who 

rushes out of a room to cry without being observed becomes familiar enough to the 

reader. When we read The Castle of Wolfenbach, the humility and gratefulness shown 

                                                           
34

 Kames, Elements of Criticism,vol.1, Appendix, ch.XVI, “Sentiments”, p.313. 
35 ibid. 
36 Kames, op.cit.:313-4. 
37 Kames, op.cit.:314. 
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by Albert resonate in the scene staged by Joseph, bringing both characters together as 

prototypes of faithful servants: “Albert, overcome by this acknowledgement, hurried 

from her, tears of joy running down his cheeks”; “Joseph again dropt on his knees (…) 

[a]nd he hurried out of the room, tears of thankfulness running down his cheeks”. 

Though the formulation varies slightly, making the reference fainter, the evocation of 

those scenes attributes sensibility and humbleness to Matilda when she first declines the 

Count’s offer of marriage and when she communicates her desire to leave the family, 

both of them scenes where she also hurriedly retires to cry: “Dear Count, (said [the 

Marquis]) what have you done or said to my amiable protegée; I met her running up 

stairs, out of breath, and tears trembling in her eyes?”; “[Matilda] rose quickly from her 

chair, and ran into Mrs. Courtney’s dressing-room, giving way to a violent burst of 

tears”. The present participles in three of these four scenes show us the reaction of the 

character through a much more visual, stage-direction-like description than if full 

clauses had been used: Joseph and Albert are not said to have “left crying”, but the 

reader’s attention is directed to their faces only, with “tears (…) running down [their] 

cheeks”. A passage which even presents the same formula describes Matilda’s feelings 

in a similarly impressionistic manner: “O, my beloved friends, (cried she, wringing her 

hands, tears running down her cheeks) save me from future insults, save me from self-

reproach!” In this case, hands and tears transmit the emotion, which must be clear to the 

reader by merely observing movements, reactions and facial expressions.
38

 

                                                           
38 When considering the conventional representation of feeling, the correspondence between 
inner workings of the mind and outer expression is more than proof of virtue for the character 
(viz. section 2): it is a criterion by which to judge the author’s talent, who must be able to pair 
the sentiments to the language and to the character, binding them together in a proper, 
congruous whole (see, for instance, Kames’s chapter on “The Language of Passion” in his 
elements of Criticism (vol.1, ch.XVII.) On the conventions that rule this congruity of language, 
character and passion lies part of the recognition of the inner feelings of the character on the 
part of the reader. Within the fictional world, however, this convention is not available, which 
gives the reader an advantage over other characters in reading signs of emotion, as we will 
discuss below in a scene from The Italian. 
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In Radcliffe’s The Italian we find a much more subtle way of directing the reader’s 

response. The most obvious one is including spectators in the scene so that the reader 

can partake of their reactions. In this scene of a servant rushing out of the room with 

tears of gratitude, the faithful Paulo is offered (and actually forced to accept) a reward 

for his services and loyalty to Vivaldi. The company of aristocrats that had gathered to 

welcome Vivaldi after his misadventures are thus shown to approve of Paulo’s 

behaviour: 

 

“This is too much, Signor,” said Paulo sobbing — “too much to be borne!” and 

ran out of the saloon. But amidst the murmur of applause which his conduct drew 

from the noble spectators, for Paulo’s warm heart had subdued even the coldness 

of their pride, a convulsive sound from the anti-chamber betrayed the excess of 

emotion, which he had thus abruptly withdrawn himself to conceal.  

The Italian, vol.3, ch.XII, p. 408 

 

Not only is Paulo described as possessing a “warm heart”, pitted against “the coldness 

of [the nobles’] pride” (a pride that is not demonstrated in any other way, but just seems 

to be mentioned at that moment to remind the reader that a nobleman would naturally 

feel disdain for a servant), but there is a clear corroboration that his conduct is to be 

approved. If the reader is (and supposedly he or she will want to be) on a par with the 

noble spectators in the scene, then he or she must concur with “the murmur of applause” 

signalled by the narrator. As Deidre S. Lynch perceptively notes in The Economy of 

Character, didacticism in the eighteenth-century novel (and theatre, we might add) 

would gradually change as readers “turned from collecting moral exemplars to pleasing 

themselves with the example of their own sympathetic capacities.”
39

 The inclusion of 

the spectators and their reaction serves both to underpin the situation’s moral 

interpretation and to flatter the reader’s own private response, imitating, paradoxically, 

                                                           
39 Deidre S. Lynch, The Economy of Character: Novels, Market Culture, and the Business of Inner 
Meaning. Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1998, p.12. 



176 
 

the unmediated contagion of feeling that can take place in an audience at the theatre, 

which is denied the silent reader. Simultaneously, the reader perceives the 

universalization of response, the boundaries of acceptable sympathetic reaction, and the 

effect of encircling one’s sympathetic response with such boundaries: in the example 

quoted, this would be the sense of counting oneself as part of a group of “noble 

spectators” of emotions. 

Although the affecting power of a still picture in relation to the narration of events could 

be contested,
40

 depicting a scene of heightened emotion as a tableau, that is, as a visual, 

almost static representation that captures the height of emotion in a scene, presents the 

advantage of being highly conventional, easily detachable and isolated within the 

narrative, and, depending on its context, be made to acquire a very specific moral 

weight or a sensationalist slant. The potential of these tableaux was more forcefully 

realized when they were reimagined and represented pictorially as plates, engravings 

and frontispieces for the novels the scenes come from, for shorter versions of the same 

novels, like those found in chapbooks, or in literary miscellanies. As Benedict valuably 

observes, these illustrations portray characterless figures, they “generalize and 

impersonalize the characters so that the illustrations themselves signal a particular kind 

                                                           
40 Kames himself gives a complex account of the most affecting art forms. As we indicated 

earlier, acting would be the most moving for an audience, followed by painting and reading. 

He needs to clarify further that "[i]t must not however be thought, that our passions can be 

raised by painting to such a height as by words: a picture is confined to a single instant of time, 

and cannot take in a succession of incidents (...)it was observed above, that our passions, those 

especially of the sympathetic kind, require a succession of impressions; and for that reason, 

reading and acting have greatly the advantage, by reiterating impressions without end." But 

for the sympathetic response awakened by this "ideal presence", the visual element takes 

precedence: "[u]pon the whole," he concludes, " it is by means of ideal presence that our 

passions are excited; and till words produce that charm, they avail nothing: even real events 

intitled to our belief, must be conceived present and passing in our sight, before they can 

move us." What passes before our eyes is a product of our imagination, but it must 

nevertheless be seen. Depicting passion as close as possible to the visual would minimize the 

mediation, the interval until "words produce that charm" of eliciting an affective response. 
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of literature—simple, exemplary sentimentalism”.
41

 The sentimental scene is, when 

seen adopting a certain pictorial rhetoric, a unit of moral instruction that can be 

transposed and iterated, with a moralizing capacity that surpasses the refined audience 

of men and women of feeling and taste, to reach the less educated in the form of 

chapbook-size miscellany. Even when there’s no illustration, the selection and isolation 

of those scenes with greater affecting power
42

 would ensure the dissemination of the 

conventional sentimental response. The cross-pollination of genres and traditions can be 

construed as a consequence of this desire to make the moral message attractive and 

interpretable for a wide-ranging audience—eighteenth-century miscellanies would 

include “topics, forms, and illustrations that borrow from chapbook, folk, and “high” 

cultural traditions”.
43

 What seems to be missing in this list of contents is the Gothic 

story, which, thanks to its high degree of formulaicity and its bonds with the folktale, 

could be easily accommodated in these collections. The volume Wild Roses; or, Cottage 

Tales (London, Ann Lemoine and J. Roe, 1808), shows a lamb in its title vignette, 

subtitled “Innocent and instructive.” It also features, like many other miscellanies, an 

explicitly moral preface, which claims that the tales may have been subjected to some 

sort of editorial control, “to Prune from them every Luxuriance which might justly 

offend the Breast of Morality, or be regarded as a Foe to the Heart of Innocence.”
44

 

Replete with titles such as The Tomb of Aurora; or, The Mysterious Summons; The 

Hermit of the Lake; or, The Revengeful Brother; plus several poems, accounts of ghost 

                                                           
41 Benedict:159. 
42 We are reminded here of the selection of classical tragedies to adapt that eighteenth-
century playwrights made, choosing between those with a greater number of scenes that 
could be recast as sentimental vignettes (Hall and Macintosh:71, 85). In manifesting emotion 
by gesture rather than by words, these illustrations also reflect the theatrical typicalities of the 
times; they actually "began as illustrations and advertisements for plays" (Benedict:161), with 
one crucial difference: many of the engravings that publicized theatre plays would feature the 
actor or actress, with little reference to their character. In the engravings that accompany 
Gothic fiction, the most important element is action, or rather reaction to an incident. 
43 Benedict:163. 
44 Wild Roses; or, Cottage Tales (London, Ann Lemoine and J. Roe, 1808), p.3 
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apparitions and ballads, the bulk of its content is still a number of Gothic tales (Franz J. 

Potter dubs it simply “an anthology of Gothic bluebooks”),
45

 which tend to be strongly 

moralizing stories. The plates and engravings, however, are often just morbid 

illustrations of encounters with ghosts and tableaux of intense emotion, like the ones we 

see in figs. 2 and 3. As well as the two main types of picture that Benedict lists (the 

pastoral scene and the domestic scene with characters gesticulating violently), we must 

add the encounter with a ghost, a skeleton or a similarly terrifying object. While the first 

types centre on human exchange with nature and social exchange of feeling, 

respectively, the apparition scene seems to add to these illustrations the purpose of 

advertising. Although the reader of sentimental and Gothic fiction must have been open 

to enter into any kind of feeling,
46

 these engravings could certainly give clues to the 

reader who was looking for a specific kind of material. Very often, these engravings 

would be actually “giving away” the most representative incident in the plot (see figs. 4 

and 5), which reinforces the idea that the readership of Gothic fiction not only accepted 

strong conventions (clearly surprise and originality were not high among their 

priorities), but that these conventions were appealing enough to be a selling point.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
45Franz J. Potter, The History of Gothic Publishing, 1800-1835: Exhuming the Trade. Basingstoke 

and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005, p.41. 
46 Adam Smith distinguished: "Pity and compassion are words appropriated to signify our 
fellow-feeling with the sorrow of others. Sympathy, though its meaning was, perhaps, 
originally the same, may now, however, without much impropriety, be made use of to denote 
our fellow-feeling with any passion whatever." Adam Smith, A Theory of Moral Sentiments, 
part I, section I, ch.I "Of Sympathy" (1759). 
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Fig.2 (left): Frontispiece 

to The Tomb of Aurora; 

or, The Mysterious 

Summons, in Wild 

Roses; Or, Cottage 

Tales (London: Ann 

Lemoine / J.Roe,1808)

  

  

Fig.3 (right): 

Frontispiece to The 

Midnight Hour; or, The 

Fatal Friendship, in 

Wild Roses; Or, Cottage 

Tales (London: Ann 

Lemoine / J.Roe,1808) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.4 Frontispiece to Isaac Crookenden’s, The Skeleton;  Fig. 5 Frontispiece to The Black Forest; 

 or, The Mysterious Discovery, A Gothic Romance             or, the Cavern of Horrors! A Gothic Romance 

(London: A. Neil, 1805)     (London: Ann Lemoine / J.Roe,1802) 
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The illustration establishes a metonymic relationship with the literary tableau that 

results in a similarly complex growth of meaning. For, while sharing its essential 

context, and being contained within the same physical volume, the illustration is as 

formulaic and conventional as the scene in the text, and therefore it is as reproducible 

and capable of acquiring connotations with each new occurrence, independently from 

the text. This is one of the principles of iteration in a complex system as opposed to 

mere repetition: Theodore E. D. Braun summarizes the cumulativeness of information 

that takes place in an iterative system by explaining that “[e]ach new situation is marked 

by a different set of initial conditions than its predecessors, and each produces new data 

(i.e. different outcomes) which in turn feed its successors.”
47

 In allowing for their 

contextualization both in longer novels and in miscellanies, the illustrations of scenes 

are imbued of the marked moralistic tone of the miscellany. Even those Gothic stories 

that could be decried as merely sensationalist compendiums of bones, caverns, and 

ghosts may find their place, alongside their illustrations, in a collection of tales with a 

claim to social moral reform,
48

 so that the reader of the short stories and novels that 

these plates illustrate would enter the text with the meaning that these may have 

acquired in different contexts, given that they constitute (particularly in the case of the 

introductory engravings of miscellanies and bluebooks) a threshold between the reader’s 

and the fictional world.
49

 It may be necessary, therefore, to reconsider the criticism that 

                                                           
47

 Theodore E. D. Braun, “Montesquieu, Lettres Persanes, and Chaos”, in Disrupted Patterns: 
On Chaos and Order in the Enlightenment, ed. by Theodore E. D. Braun and John A. McCarthy. 
Amsterdam and Atlanta, GA: Rodopi, 2000, p.86.  
48 It must be noted that this growth of meaning by iteration is the same as we have postulated 
for formulaic constructions, but at a different level: both the textual and the pictorial tableau 
are never exactly repeated, but are subject to variation and combination of its constitutive 
elements. In the case of the illustration, the "characterless" quality that Benedict remarks on is 
what would render the scenes similar enough for us to speak of iteration or echo. 
49 In his extensive work about the different types of paratext, Paratexts (1987), Gerard Genette 
actually calls them "thresholds" in the original French (Seuils). The illustration is a kind of 
paratext that is left out of the scope of his book because, he acknowledges, a study of 
illustrations "exceeds the means of a plain "literary person"". He does point out that it 
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views the Gothic chapbook as a degradation of the Gothic novel, a simplification that 

strips the narrative bare to leave a few shock-horror effects.
50

 Angela Koch, after an 

exhaustive study of extant bluebooks, has noted that the Gothic chapbook did not 

wallow in full-fledged horror, being rather, like the novel, “an attractive alternative to 

the sentimental,” modelled primarily after Radcliffe’s style,
51

 and even if the reader may 

have been attracted by an engraving representing an apparition, the stories in chapbooks 

will tend to eschew horror and eliminate “moral ambivalence”,
52

 which made them even 

more appropriate for miscellanies of moral tales. Allowing for the incredibly complex 

(indeed, chaotic) production of intertextual meaning that grew out of the publication of 

chapbooks, collections and miscellanies, the circulation of pictorial tableaux indicates 

that the fragmentation of narrative into affecting scenes that could be taken in at a 

glance, and their place in moralizing collections that mixed different genres to provide 

the readership with divers examples of sensibility and moral improvement, did not only 

point to a tendency on the part of the reader to consume shocking scenes for the 

gratification of a private pleasure (often criticized as banal), but also to what we could 

call a quick ratification that they were responding to feeling appropriately, a training in 

the habit of sympathy and sensibility that implies the mediation of the reader’s acquired 

taste and moral principles.  

We will see presently, however, that although the purpose of the illustration and the 

tableau was to elicit a specific response to the feelings it portrayed, and to enable a more 

direct identification, a “witnessing”, in Kames’s terms, of the sentimental scene, there 

                                                                                                                                                                          
"constitutes an immense continent", one "with great force" to manipulate reader response. 
(Genette, Paratexts, p.406) 
50 The same could be said, probably, of Gothic fiction as a whole. 
51 Angela Koch, ‘Gothic Bluebooks in the Princely Library of Corvey and Beyond’, Cardiff Corvey: 
Reading the Romantic Text 9, 2002, available online  
<http://www.romtext.org.uk/articles/cc09_n01/> 
52 ibid. 
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were limitations to the identification of the reader with passions depicted in 

visual/pictorial terms. The novels make it abundantly clear that while the outward signs 

of passion can be painted, the actual feeling is inexpressible. We analyse here two 

typical scenes of arresting fear, one from Isabella’s flight in Otranto, the second from 

Julia’s eavesdropping on Hippolitus and her brother’s conversation in A Sicilian 

Romance. Despite the seeming triviality of Julia’s situation in comparison with 

Isabella’s, Radcliffe takes the basic feeling, the fear of discovery, and portrays the scene 

with a character equally perturbed by apprehension, and paralyzed by a feeling that, 

while not amounting to Isabella’s “horror”, is nevertheless indescribable: 

 

Words cannot paint the horror of the Princess’s situation. Alone in so dismal a 

place, her mind imprinted with all the terrible events of the day, hopeless of 

escaping, expecting every moment the arrival of Manfred, and far from tranquil 

on knowing she was within reach of somebody, she knew not whom, who for 

some cause seemed concealed thereabouts; all these thoughts crowded on her 

distracted mind, and she was ready to sink under her apprehensions. She 

addressed herself to every saint in heaven, and inwardly implored their assistance. 

For a considerable time she remained in an agony of despair.  

The Castle of Otranto, chapter I, pp. 28-9 

 

Agitated with the pleasure this declaration excited, she yet trembled with 

apprehension lest she should be discovered. She hardly dared to breathe, much 

less to move across the closet to the door, which opened upon the gallery, whence 

she might probably have escaped unnoticed, lest the sound of her step should 

betray her. Compelled, therefore, to remain where she was, she sat in a state of 

fearful distress, which no colour of language can paint. 

 

A Sicilian Romance, chapter III, p. 50 
 

 

While both passages contain a reference to the trope of ineffable emotion, Walpole and 

Radcliffe attempt to do precisely what they claim cannot be done: to describe as 

accurately as possible the thoughts and apprehensions of the characters. Their formulaic 

expressions (“words cannot paint...”, “which no colour of language can paint”) become 

in this context almost an ironic remark: what the narrator is attempting to do is 
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impossible; the reader is warned that complete identification can only be achieved 

through the use of the imagination, yet the novels abound in these formulas, 

contributing to the theme of conventional extraordinariness.
53

 The reader is thus 

detached from characters whose emotions are too intense for communication, while the 

convention makes this sufficiently familiar for the reader to engage in some sort of 

imaginary sympathy. As Eric Rothstein described in his study of the concepts of “ideal 

presence” (the theory expounded by Kames that we analysed earlier, viz. introduction 

and footnote 31), both readers of literature and viewers of paintings would draw upon 

the touches provided by the artist (usually external gestures of feeling) to imagine any 

details that the description only insinuates, so as to be absorbed, visually and 

emotionally, to become, in Kames’s words, “an eye-witness.”
54

 Rothstein sees this 

process as profoundly subjective, but at the same time drawing on “shared imaginative 

expansions”, with an intersubjective element that is the bond of sympathy between 

reader and writer. Such a bond is established when both “create a union between 

potentially public universals and their embodying particulars, which belong to a given 

man’s perception or memory (the sources of imagery between which, according to 

Kames, ideal presence stands).”
55

 There is, Rothstein reminds us, a creative power 

afforded to the reader, a “creative expansion” that, under different guises, but most 

                                                           
53 Only in Otranto and A Sicilian Romance we find numerous examples: "[w]ords cannot paint 

the astonishment of Isabella"; "[t]he passions that ensued must be conceived; they cannot be 

painted"; "he painted to Hippolita in the most alarming colours the sinfulness of her consent" 

(Otranto); "]t]he late conversation had painted in strong colours the attachment of her lover"; 

"[l]anguage cannot paint the sensation of madame"; "[i]magination only can paint the anguish 

of Julia's mind"; "who can paint her distress (...)?"; "[n]o colour of language can paint the scene 

which followed" (A Sicilian Romance). 

54 Kames, Elements of Criticism, vol.1, ch. II, sect. VII, "Emotions caused by Fiction".  
55 Eric Rothstein, '"Ideal Presence" and the "Non Finito" in Eighteenth-Century Aesthetics', in 
Eighteenth-Century Studies, vol.9, no.3 (Spring,1976), p. 313. For an application of this theory 
to the semiotics of sentimental expression, see Jeffrey R. Smitten, 'Gesture and Expression in 
Eighteenth-Century Fiction: "A Sentimental Journey"', in Modern Language Studies, vol.9, no.3, 
Eighteenth-Century Literature (Autumn, 1979), pp.85-97. 
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commonly in the form of the “imagination”, recurs in essays, tracts, systems and 

treatises on literature, painting, or aesthetics throughout the long eighteenth century, 

presenting evidence that, at the time, it would be commonplace to “dwel[l] and 

respon[d] to poetic imagery and to paintings by creating in [the] imagination those 

significant parts of the scene which were not presented in the text.”
56

 For Addison, for 

example, this suggestive imagery and the details left for the reader’s imagination to 

supply, served not only to heighten our pleasure (through self-gratification and the 

admiration of our own mind’s powers), but also to intensify the didactic force of a 

piece, since the moral connections suggested by the fable were ultimately discovered 

(“composed”, even, according to Addison) by the reader, who “comes in for half of the 

performance,”
57

 and who thus accepts the moral more readily than if it had been 

imposed. 

In a genre like Gothic fiction, the reader’s memory, which would play a significant role 

in this imaginative expansion, is already strongly bound by convention, and draws from 

a set of images that reappear. The inexpressibility topos, apart from summoning a 

conventional concept of extreme feeling, also serves to contain the identification with 

                                                           
56 Rothstein:323. 
57 Addison, The Spectator, No.512, Oct. 17, 1712. This is in accord with the motivational power 
of literature composed following the tenets of “ideal presence”. By “shaping the poem with 
particulars that draw most empathy from [the reader] as an individual, and enjoying the 
welcome pleasure of creative discovery”, a piece of writing that had a strong suggestive power 
without supplying every detail to the reader would tap into the “two keystones in eighteenth-
century theories of motivation (...) [o]ne is sympathy, the other (...) is the pride of self-love.” 
(Rothstein:313-4) Addison seems eager to stress that self-love is a determining factor in the 
enjoyment of a didactic fable, since it blunts the feeling of inferiority we experience at 
receiving advice, but he somewhat confuses the process of imaginative expansion by 
introducing the attribute of “fine” to the poetry he discusses: “the poetry is indeed very fine 
[in “Absalom and Achitophel”]; but had it been much finer, it would not have so much pleased, 
without a plan that gave the reader the opportunity of exerting his own talents.” (Adisson, 
op.cit.) This “fine” we understand to refer not exclusively to quality of the writing, but to a 
degree of detail that can, when it reaches a certain point, remove the suggestive power of 
what it represents. We see a correlation here with Burke’s ideas of “confusion” evoked by 
words as opposed to the “clarity” of images, which we will discuss in the conclusion to this 
chapter. 
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such extreme agitation of the soul. To feel like Julia, after all, is to feel like Isabella, and 

to feel like any other heroine whose inexpressible commotion has deprived her of the 

power to react. The reader’s creative expansion is thus contained by the strong linguistic 

echoes in the text, and responds not only to the writer’s or narrator’s voice, with whom, 

as we indicated earlier, there is “a bond of sympathy”, but to the convention to which 

the writer alludes and contributes to create. Admittedly, imaginative expansion can 

never be a fully “free” creative endeavour: the phenomenology of reader response in 

this respect relies, as Iser or Jauss expound, on the formation of expectations, of 

“horizons” that are reconstructed as the text is read, and which arise from a variety of 

connections, some of them to previous knowledge.
58

 For the reader of a highly 

conventionalized genre like the Gothic, those horizons are very much present: formulaic 

language evokes established codes both from within the text and from the traditions it 

draws on, which, we suggest, serve the purpose of controlling sympathetic response in 

the face of excessive emotion, while at the same time suggesting the pervasiveness of 

extremely intense feelings (most notably, terror.) 

References to pictorial or dramatic tableaux, and visual imagery in general, could be 

seen as techniques of mediation of reader response, therefore, if we consider that 

characteristic (and often formulaic) depictions of strong emotions invoke or create 

strong conventions that contain the reader’s imaginative expansion. A complementary 

effect of the tableaux-like description is the mediation achieved by positing the 

character as a model for reader response, that is, the emphasis on the role of the reader 

as a spectator of the scene.  

                                                           
58 See, for instance, Wolfgang Iser’s “The Reading Process: A Phenomenological Approach”, 

New Literary History, vol.3, No.2, On Interpretation: I (winter, 1972), p.283 et passim; or Hans 

Robert Jauss’s Toward an Aesthetic of Reception (tr. Timothy Bahti), Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, especially pp.23-27.  
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It is difficult at this point to disengage the pictorial from the dramatic, given that, as 

Kames proposed in his hierarchy of the arts according to their power to affect and 

induce an effect of “ideal presence”, drama has the advantage of time, and of presenting 

a train of images, “a succession of impressions”.
59

 Rothstein cites ample evidence to be 

found in French and English artistic criticism that in painting or sculpture, too, the 

suggestion of a narrative was a weighty criterion in the appreciation of a painting, one 

that would assign great value to the genre of history painting thanks to its capacity to 

capture a climactic moment pregnant with what Rothstein calls “kinetic energy.” He 

goes on to argue that the visual metaphors in literature (as well as the “reading” 

metaphors in painting, which the application of the Horatian maxim ut pictura poesis 

invited) are in fact a synecdoche for sensuous apprehension, concluding that “the 

technical assimilation of literature to painting, and vice versa, seems less important than 

the reference of both arts to a wider reality mediated through signs.” We cannot escape 

the fact that the images evoked by both arts must be, first and foremost, visual, “[in] 

painting by necessity, [in] literature because of the epistemological primacy of sight; yet 

these images imply (for painting) or overtly include (for literature) the nonvisual.” Even 

for a pictorial poem, he argues, “kinaesthetic imagery keeps rivaling and intertwining 

with visual imagery, especially through present participles.”
60

 This accords well with 

our connection of certain scenes in Wolfenbach, in which present participles abound, 

with theatrical representations. Drama, in its conjunction of the visual and the 

kinaesthetic, will remain the clearest reference for the Gothic tableau, as we will see 

later in our analysis of the characters’ movement. This does not mean that the pictorial 

was not an accurate metaphor for many descriptions in the genre: the almost unanimous 

take on Ann Radcliffe’s prowess as a writer was that she excelled at “painting” scenes; 

                                                           
59 Kames, op.cit.:72. 
60 ibid.:319. 
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but what follows from Rothstein reasoning, and from Kames’s ranking of the arts 

according to their affecting power, is that a tableau, in order to invoke feeling forcefully 

and produce the sort of imaginative expansion to which we alluded earlier, must be 

imbued with a certain kinetic energy. This will translate into scenes with characters or 

scenes contemplated by a character with great sensibility and capacity to be moved by 

the image’s suggestive power and sublimity. Radcliffe was more than once compared 

with Salvator Rosa in her depictions of landscape, while a critic in the Literary 

Magazine and American Register dubbed The Mysteries of Udolpho and The Italian 

“little else than a series of affecting pictures, connected by a pleasing narrative, and in 

which human characters and figures are introduced on the same principles that place 

them on the canvas, to give a moral energy and purpose to the scene.”
61

 We must agree 

that it is the characters who give “moral energy and purpose” to the description, by 

becoming the sympathetic spectators on whom the reader response is modelled. The 

villainous character, it follows, must be unmoved by scenic sublimity: 

 

To the harassed spirits of Ellena the changing scenery was refreshing, and she 

frequently yielded her cares to the influence of majestic nature. Over the gloom of 

Schedoni, no scenery had, at any moment, power; the shape and paint of external 

imagery gave neither impression or colour to his fancy. He contemned the sweet 

illusions, to which other spirits are liable, and which often confer a delight more 

exquisite, and not less innocent, than any, which deliberative reason can bestow. 

The Italian, vol. 2, ch.X, p. 255 

 

 

But the pictorial style of Radcliffe is not circumscribed to the landscape only. A 

character may strike a pose, as in this description of Emily’s image: 

 

The rays of the moon, strengthening as the shadows deepened, soon after threw a 

silvery gleam upon her countenance, which was partly shaded by a thin black veil, 

                                                           
61 [Brown, Charles Brockden?] "On a Taste for the Picturesque." Literary Magazine and 
American Register 2, No.9 (June 1804), pp. 163-165. In Rogers, Deborah D. (1994) The Critical 
Response to Ann Radcliffe, p.94.  
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and touched it with inimitable softness. Hers was the contour of a Madona, with 

the sensibility of a Magdalen; and the pensive uplifted eye, with the tear that 

glittered on her cheek, confirmed the expression of the character. 

 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.2, ch.III, p.184 (original emphasis) 

 

Emily’s character can become no more stereotypical: Radcliffe trusts in the reader’s 

acquaintance with the iconography to give particularities to a Madonna’s beauty and to 

a Magdalene’s suffering,
62

 and thus to understand (and feel) Emily’s melancholy more 

accurately. Her character is confirmed by the image, as is the case for the many 

characters that are initially described as a still picture: the heroine finds a painting, or 

carries a miniature with her; a description ensues whereby the character is revealed: 

 

Emily advanced, and surveyed the picture. It represented a lady in the flower of 

youth and beauty; her features were handsome and noble, full of strong 

expression, but had little of the captivating sweetness, that Emily had looked for, 

and still less of the pensive mildness she loved. It was a countenance, which spoke 

the language of passion, rather than that of sentiment; a haughty impatience of 

misfortune--not the placid melancholy of a spirit injured, yet resigned. 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.2, ch.VII, p.278  

 

 

The powers of expression of such characters are reduced to the visual, given that they 

can only tell a story through their countenance, through an image frozen in time, but 

even then, it is an image infused with an expressive power beyond the visual: the 

countenance, as well as signifying emotion, tells a story. Again, this tendency was to be 

observed by painters in the eighteenth century that rejected a mere imitation of reality 

without expressive force. In portraits, this would ideally result in what Jonathan 

                                                           
62 Radcliffe subtly intimates that the power of attraction of the Virgin is strong, by making 
Count Morano react to this image immediately: he grabs a lute in an attempt to woo Emily. For 
the reader acquainted with the Monk, this falls short of the lust that the painting of a 
Madonna can inspire. 
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Richardson called “not an insipid representation of a face, but (...) also a picture of the 

mind.”
63

 

 

 

 

READING THE VISUAL SIGN_________________________________________________ 

 

There are numerous situations in the Gothic novel in which feeling can and must be 

communicated through the body: situations in which the power of speech is lost, or in 

which words are not eloquent enough. The Castle of Wolfenbach is rich in constructions 

that make of the external expression of emotions—tears, looks, countenances—a 

repository of signs for the communication of feeling. The protagonist’s gratefulness is 

patent when she kisses the Marchioness’s hand “with an expression in her eyes that 

spoke volumes to the heart”, and when she finds that “speech indeed was not lent her, 

but her tears, her expressive looks forcibly conveyed the language she could not utter”. 

The verb “speak” is used several times more to allude to physical externalisation and 

communication of feeling, as in the reaction to Matilda’s parting, where “every 

countenance spoke pity, grief, and admiration”, and in the girl’s introduction to the 

Marchioness, in the course of which she “cried out, whilst sobs spoke the genuine 

feelings of her heart”. For Radcliffe, the formulaic constructions are much looser, but 

they coincide with Parsons’s in assigning linguistic power to looks and countenances. 

We may quote, for example, these two instances from The Italian: at the decisive 

moment of asking Ellena whether she would marry him despite his family’s 

disapproval, Vivaldi is so afraid of her answer that “his eyes only (...) had power to 

                                                           
63 Jonathan Richardson, The Theory of Painting (1715), in The Works (London, 1792), p.126, 
quoted in Rothstein, op.cit., p.316. 
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enquire her resolution”; she accepts but is overcome by sadness and self-reproach for 

disparaging her own honour. This translates into despondency when, on the appointed 

wedding day, she’s met by Vivaldi, “whose look (...) gently reproached her for the 

dejection of her air.” These expressions remind us that the gestures and external signs of 

passion are indeed readable signs. Moreover, collocations like Parsons’s “genuine 

feelings” lay stress upon the impossibility to hide feelings provoked by intense 

passions: not only were bodily reactions irrepressible, but they could, as a consequence, 

be relied upon to show the truest inclinations of the heart. For feeling, as for character, 

truth emerges in the outward demeanour and the unavoidable physical responses to 

emotion. In The Monk, a favourite formula to signify this is “spreading” (or 

“overspreading”, to reinforce the idea of surfacing) somebody’s features, countenance, 

or cheeks. For Ambrosio, Antonia’s feelings of love are visible: “[t]hat melting eye, that 

blushing cheek, that enchanting voluptuous melancholy which at times overspreads 

your features, all these marks belye your words. You love, Antonia, and in vain would 

hide it from me.” The formula appears more than a dozen times throughout the novel, 

and apart from the indications of death or returning life (“[t]he paleness of death was 

spread over her features”; “[a] mortal paleness will spread itself over her features”; “[a] 

lively red, the forerunner of returning animation, had already spread itself over her 

cheek”), the preferred sign of emotion is a generic blush, which may be explained away 

by the narrator, or be interpreted by the reader: “[a] blush which overspread her cheek 

told me that in spite of my disguise I had been recognised” (love); “[a]s this last idea 

passed through his imagination, a blush spread itself over his cheek” (lust); “[Matilda’s] 

eyes were bent upon the earth, and her fair cheeks overspread with blushes” (modesty); 

“a deep blush spread itself over her Daughter’s cheek” (love); “[a] deep crimson spread 

itself over his face” (rage), and “[a] deep crimson spread itself over her face” (rage). 
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It seems clear, then, that the code that enables us to interpret these signs of passion must 

be shared. In Kames’s theory, the expression of emotion is a universal language, one in 

which signs are not arbitrary but indicative of feeling, a condition which has, for him, 

social and moral implications, for “if these signs were, like words, arbitrary and 

variable, the thoughts and volitions of strangers would be entirely hid from us; which 

would prove a great or rather invincible obstruction to the formation of societies”. 

Fortunately, their universality ensures they “open a direct avenue to the heart.” 

However, we saw in the previous chapter that the outward appearance of a character, as 

well as their expressions of emotion, were not always so straightforward, as they were 

checked by social and moral dicta. We suggest here that, unlike what Kames proposes, 

there is also a discourse that indicates that these signs were open to interpretation, and 

that they were reliant on a knowledge of convention. We return to Ellena’s acceptance 

to marry Vivaldi when she’s in the convent: her reluctance to lose her honour by 

marrying into a family that has debased her makes her break into involuntary tears, 

which Vivaldi misinterprets: 

 

“What mean those tears?” said Vivaldi, with alarm. “Ah! Ellena,” he added in a 

softened voice, “should tears mingle with such moments as these! Should your 

tears fall upon my heart now! They tell me, that your consent is given with 

reluctance — with grief; that your love is feeble, your heart — yes Ellena! that 

your whole heart is no longer mine!” 

“They ought rather to tell you,” replied Ellena, “that it is all your own; that my 

affection never was more powerful than now, when it can overcome every 

consideration with respect to your family, and urge me to a step which must 

degrade me in their eyes, — and, I fear, in my own.” 

The Italian, vol. 2, ch.V, p.182 

 

The narrator has conveniently framed this outburst of emotion by explaining the moral 

conundrum that Ellena faces, so that the reader knows that she is torn between delicacy 

and gratitude/love. After a day of painful vacillation, she keeps her word and agrees to a 

marriage with a man whose family has defiled her honour. In terms of morals, this 
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yielding of delicacy and dignity is redeemed first by her hesitation, and then by her tears 

and her dejection at the intended wedding. The intricate codes of female delicacy, 

available to the reader through convention and the narrator’s evaluation, are lost on 

Vivaldi, for whom this external sign of feeling has become not entirely arbitrary, but 

unfathomable. Confronted with the tears he did not expect, Vivaldi does not choose 

correctly from the array of possible feelings that this sign may convey. The reader as a 

spectator of the scene emerges also as a connoisseur of feeling, and detachment from 

the character arises both from a sense of superiority in comprehension skills and 

capacity for sympathy, and from the moral ambiguities hinted at by Vivaldi’s alternative 

take on Ellena’s feelings. These ambiguities ultimately remind the reader that the 

concept of delicacy itself, as we examined in chapter 4, was far from being morally 

precise. The indeterminacy of excesses of delicacy and the blurring of boundaries 

between vice and virtue in extreme cases that we analysed in chapter 3 are presented 

explicitly to the reader during the narration of Ellena’s wavering: "[a]s she applied these 

questions, she appeared to herself an unjust and selfish being, unwilling to make any 

sacrifice for the tranquillity of him, who had given her liberty, even at the risk of his 

life. Her very virtues, now that they were carried to excess, seemed to her to border 

upon vices; her sense of dignity, appeared to be narrow pride; her delicacy weakness; 

her moderated affection cold ingratitude; and her circumspection, little less than 

prudence degenerated into meanness" (The Italian, vol.2, ch.V, p.181, emphasis 

added).
64

  

                                                           
64 To this ambiguity we may add the social tension that survived in Britain after the Marriage 
Act of 1754. At a time of what Lawrence Stone calls "affective individuality", it became less and 
less acceptable socially to oppose a love marriage. The conservative strain of the Gothic novel 
allows for a discourse of parental authority and female submission and delicacy, and the 
tension it provokes against Ellena's choice is visible in her tears and dejected air at her 
imperfectly sanctioned marriage (Lawrence Stone, Road to Divorce: A History of the Making 
and Breaking of Marriage in England. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995, p.58). 
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In contrast to this indeterminateness, the paralysing effect of the passions is clearly 

encoded. This is particularly so in the case of fits of intense emotion where lack of 

control takes the form of different inabilities. No longer masters of their actions, the 

characters cannot cry, speak or move, their bodies frozen in a paroxysm of grief or 

immeasurable joy. The description of such moments could also be deemed as a tableau 

scene, reminiscent of stage conventions where an actor’s prowess was appreciated 

inasmuch as he or she could reflect the working of the passions on his or her face (in 

Samuel Foote’s words, “the face is more essentially concerned in acting, than all the 

other Parts of the Body”).
65

 A masterly representation of the operation of the strongest 

passions upon the character could be compared, like Samuel Foote does, to the most 

skilful painters’ imitations, suggesting that part of the artist’s genius (actor, actress, or 

painter) lay in their ability to capture a moment of climactic feeling: “[in Garrick’s 

portrayal of King Lear, t]he Passions of Joy, Tenderness, Grief, and Shame are blended 

together in so masterly a Manner, that the Imitation would do Honour to the Pencil of a 

Rubens, or an Angelo.”
66

 

By means of this convention, the reader would visualize the scene as a dramatic tableau, 

integrating references from drama and painting that evoke the idea that a crucial 

moment of uncommon expressive force is taking place. At the same time, a nearly 

unconquerable power is bestowed upon the passions: all the characters are at some point 

moved by them to some degree, as even those who are more extraordinarily rational are 

at the same time so acutely sensitive that every fit of strong feeling actuates or paralyses 

them. This could point to a way of expressing what is involuntary, externalising an 

impulse that the character cannot control as a force that “possesses” it, even though that 
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 Samuel Foote, A Treatise on the Passions So Far As They Regard the Stage, With a Critical 
Enquiry into the Theatrical Merit of Mr. G—k, Mr Q—n, and Mr. B—y. London, C. Corbet, p.15. 
66 ibid.:23, original emphasis. 
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force emanates, paradoxically, from themselves, from their own feelings. Radcliffe 

finds a useful binary formulaic construction to concede a certain wilful power against—

or in favour of—the passions. In Udolpho, she uses it twice, and both times to refer to 

Valancourt. First, in the long, melodramatic interview with Emily, during which she 

explains that his dissoluteness in Paris makes it impossible for them to maintain any sort 

of relationship. The conversation proceeds with difficulty, as both characters struggle 

with the incapacity to speak, move, or restrain their tears. Valancourt, in one of those 

moments of acute suffering, is said to be “lost in emotions of remorse and grief, which 

he had neither the power, or the will to express, [he] sat insensible almost of the 

presence of Emily, his features still concealed, and his breast agitated by convulsive 

sighs” (emphasis added). The alternative construction of this formula replaces “will” for 

“inclination”. This is how the Count de Villefort discloses to Emily that Valancourt had 

plunged into vice: “I soon learned, that these, his associates, had drawn him into a 

course of dissipation, from which he appeared to have neither the power, nor the 

inclination, to extricate himself” (Udolpho, p.506, emphasis added). This formulaic 

construction, which Radcliffe employs again in The Romance of the Forest and The 

Italian, characterizes the passions in a manner typical of the Enlightenment: as an 

irresistible force against which Valancourt is powerless, but also as an ill to be willingly 

conquered. Valancourt’s impulsive character, which is later on said to be “not 

inconsistent” (p.517) with the depravities reported of him, is what renders him truly 

vulnerable to the incapacitating power of the passions. The power he lacks, therefore, is 

a more virtuous disposition.  

Most instances of scenes of crippling emotion do not present this caveat, however: the 

strongest passions are capable of suspending our will, or our faculties, without further 

reference to an opposing power on our part. Verbs or adjectives related to ability and 
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inability are common in the expressions that exemplify this convention, like Mother St. 

Magdalene’s account of her misfortunes in Wolfenbach, “I was stupid with sorrow; I 

hung over my almost lifeless parent, without speaking, and unable to shed a tear” 

(p.97), or Matilda’s reply to Weimar’s pressure, “[s]he trembled, and for some moments 

was incapable of speaking; but endeavouring to collect fortitude from necessity, she 

thus addressed him (…)”(p.123) The same novel affords us some instances of opposite 

passions producing the same effect. The most pungent sorrow is the reason for the 

Marchioness’s incapacity to speak when she first meets her sister in Vienna (“I was 

drowned in tears, her manner was so solemn, so touching, so resigned, that my heart 

was wrung with sorrow, and I could not speak,” p.33), but in other episodes what causes 

such dumbness is unparalleled elation: “[t]hey threw themselves at her feet: she blessed 

them with tears of joy and joined their hands. Both were speechless, but language was 

not necessary to prove their mutual transports” (p.135). The common denominator here 

is clearly the intensity of the passion rather than its nature.  

 Moving with difficulty is another instance of the incapacitating power of the 

passions. A whole sequence of movements and reactions, which begins with faltering 

steps as the character looks for support, is employed at least twice to describe Matilda’s 

reaction: when she overhears Weimar’s machinations to dishonour her, and when she 

learns about Mrs. Courtney’s lies. This last piece of information, which implies that the 

Count is free to marry her, echoes the first scene forcefully in both action and wording, 

and so marks the end of the adversities that Weimar’s plans generated. Again, the same 

conventional response corresponds to extreme grief and to joyful exultation:  

 

I was scarcely able to support myself. Having heard thus far I tottered from the 

summer house, and got into the shrubbery, where I threw myself on the ground, 

and preserved myself from fainting by a copious flood of tears. 

 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.8 



196 
 

 

 

Joy, transport and unexpected relief from the painful thoughts she long had 

entertained were now too powerful for her feelings: with difficulty she tottered to 

a seat, and leaning her head on her friend’s shoulder, burst into a flood of tears, 

which preserved her from fainting.  

 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.129 

 

 

The high degree of conventionalization in the depiction of intense emotion can be 

corroborated by examining the coexistence of several contradictory manifestations of 

feeling in the same scene. In the following passage, which is preceded by Matilda’s 

learning that she is finally going to meet her mother, nothing but the response to feeling 

is described, leaving to the reader the task of interpreting the girl’s gestures and 

“inexpressible agitations”: 

 

This intelligence, though so anxiously wished for, gave her inexpressible 

agitations; she got up and sat down, two or three times, without speaking, or being 

able to move; and at length, with trembling knees, was conveyed to the carriage.  

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.125, our emphasis 

 

 

The interpretation of these “agitations” demands of the reader some acquaintance with a 

clearly identifiable code whereby the feelings of nervousness and apprehension can be 

recognized. Excitement being commonly related to flurry and restlessness, there 

emerges a contradictory succession of movements once the conventional immobility or 

insensibility that permeates the expressions of intense emotion in the text appears in the 

description. The commitment to conventions of representations of feeling gives rise to 

this contradiction of gestures, which shows that the formulaic construction of these 

scenes may have partaken of the artistic rejection of servile imitation that characterized 

much of pictorial art in the eighteenth century. For writers in general, and authors of 

Gothic fiction in particular, this may well have resulted in adherence to conventional 
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representations which, despite their formulaic form (or precisely because of it) have 

more associative strength, and produce a more immediate and sure correlation to 

emotions.
67

 

A similar depiction of feeling is found in Emily’s farewell interview with Valancourt in 

Udolpho. Immensely affected by the prospect of a broken relationship with Emily, 

Valancourt yields to despair, successively sitting down, getting up and alternating 

between an inability to speak and an incontrollable rambling: “Valancourt threw himself 

into a chair beside her, and, sighing heavily, continued silent” (p.512); a moment later 

he laments, “starting from his seat, and pacing the room with hurried steps” (p.513), 

only to sit down again immediately. Even as he is about to leave, he “thr[ows] himself 

again into the chair, from which he had risen.” (p.517) To this sequence of movements 

is added a variety of modulations of his voice (“in a tremulous voice” (p.512), “in a firm 

but despairing tone” (p.513), “in a voice at once solemn, and dejected” (ibid.), “in a 

calm voice” (p.514), “in a softened voice” (p.516), “in a solemn voice”, (p.517)) and of 

looks on his face, which express the rapid succession of feelings that he communicates 

(“Valancourt’s look, which was wild, as he spoke this, soon settled into an expression of 

gloomy despair” (p.515), “the sternness of his look” (ibid.), “his frantic looks” (p.516)). 

This is reminiscent of stage performance, where the face of the actor was considered to 

be the arena where his talent would be ultimately judged, according to his ability to 

accurately paint the passions.  

                                                           
67 The opposite of this servile imitation in art would be, on the one hand, the power of 
expression and suggestion (as propounded by theories like Kames’s “ideal presence”), and the 
“representation of objects (...) [with] the infusion of the artist’s mind” (Rothstein, op.cit., 
p.315). We believe that we must be careful not to interpret this “infusion of the artist’s mind” 
from a Post-Romantic perspective that equates it with original, subjective thought, but rather 
as a reflection of the artist’s ability to provide a more “complete” picture of nature, one that 
would increase its beauty by infusing it with expressive power through an affecting lens. In this 
sense, the formulaic diction of the Gothic is not only not worse than other, more “original” 
types of fiction, but it simply serves the purpose of imbuing descriptions with suggestive force 
in a particular way (and probably effective at the time), by appealing to the reader’s 
conventional frames of feeling representation.  
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These scenes that recur in Gothic fiction therefore create a recognisable code of visible 

emotion. It must be allowed, however, that even in criticism of dramatic performances, 

it was difficult to establish which would be the specific signs of a certain feeling. In his 

essay A Treatise on the Passions So Far As They Regard the Stage (1747), Samuel 

Foote acknowledges, even after a description of proper representation of various 

passions, that “[t]he Effects of the Passions, are so very different in different Men, and 

often so complicated and mixed, that it would be almost impossible, to trace their 

several Connections, and describe their various Effects.”
68

 But a treatise such as Foote’s 

could, despite this difficulty, claim to discriminate whether a particular performance 

was acceptable. Adequacy of expression was considered as a matter of taste: Foote 

himself hopes that his critical remarks “can contribute to improve the general Taste of 

the Publick.”
69

 Just as poets were supposed to adjust their words to the passions, so 

actors and actresses must adjust their performances to the passions that the plot and the 

words of the play require. Again, the creation of a certain standard is key in assigning 

value to the act of reception, given that it is through habit that a spectator can refine his 

or her taste and acquire a degree of connoisseurship. In the novels, the iteration of these 

(often detailed and protracted) type scenes of extreme emotion can be said to strengthen 

the habit of exposure to representation of the passions that would enable a refinement of 

taste, since they appeal to the reader’s role as a critic (and even moralist). In the farewell 

interview from Udolpho we have just analysed, this role is further invited by the 

heroine’s reflections and musings after the interview, which direct the reader to judge, 

like Emily does, whether Valancourt’s displays of emotion sincerely evince his 

repentance and essential goodness. His is an “ingenuous” confession, which read 

properly would reveal his “strength and tenderness of affection”: these feelings behind 
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his words and actions are waiting to be “discovered” by the attentive observer of the 

scene: 

 

[T]he ingenuous confession he had made of his ill conduct and his embarrassed 

circumstances, with the strength and tenderness of affection, which this 

confession discovered, had deeply impressed her, and, in spite of all she had heard 

and believed to his disadvantage, her esteem began to return. It frequently 

appeared to her impossible, that he could have been guilty of the depravities, 

reported of him, which, if not inconsistent with his warmth and impetuosity, were 

entirely so with his candour and sensibility. 

 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.4, ch.I, p.517 
 

   

Finally, we find that the effect of terror on the characters is always paralysing, since it is 

generally linked to the sublime. Burke considered the reaction in a sublime experience 

so intense that the mind can be deprived “of all its powers of acting and reasoning”.
70

 

Alexander Gerard, in his acclaimed Essay on Taste (1759) concurred, noting that 

“[o]bjects exciting terror are, for this reason in general sublime; for terror always 

implies astonishment, occupies the whole soul, and suspends all its motions.”
71

 

Sublimity and terror are so intimately related, in fact, that it is hard to define where the 

former is a quality of the latter (as in Gerard’s phrasing), or viceversa, as in Burke’s 

text: “[i]ndeed terror is in all cases whatsoever, either more openly or latently the ruling 

principle of the sublime.”
72

 The examples of paralysing terror in the genre would be 

countless, since the convention is firmly established. We could cite this passage of The 

Italian, which condenses the paralysis of terror as an inability to feel, speak, or cry, and 

which describes the mental process whereby terror holds such power on Ellena’s senses: 

                                                           
70 Burke:53. 
71 Alexander Gerard (1759), An Essay on Taste, Part I, Section II, "Of the Sense or Taste of 
Grandeur and Sublimity." In Andrew Ashley & Peter de Bolla eds. The Sublime: A Reader in 
British Eighteenth-Century Aesthetic Theory. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996, 
pp.168-72. A detailed analysis of the affinity of the concepts of terror and the sublime in the 
eighteenth century would fall beyond the scope of this work. 
72 Burke:54. 
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it consists in a mental image, so forceful that it seems to cast a spell on her, later on 

referred to as “the spell of terror”: 

 

And Beatrice might now have continued her circumlocution, perhaps as long as 

she had pleased, for Ellena had lost all power to urge inquiry, and was scarcely 

sensible of what was said. She neither spoke, nor shed a tear; the one image that 

possessed her fancy, the image of Vivaldi dead seemed to hold all her faculties, as 

by a spell.  
The Italian, vol. 3, ch.IX, p.374 

 
 

Ellena has become a spectator of Vivaldi’s death, seized by the terror not simply of the 

idea of him dead, but by the power of her fancy that creates a sort of haunting imago of 

a dead Vivaldi. Following this logic, which is also the logic of Lord Kames when he 

asserts that the visual arts are more apt to create “an ideal presence”, the reader must 

also be more strongly affected by images, by tableaux, by descriptive passages with 

pictorial qualities. 

Matthew G. Lewis also chooses the metaphor of magical suspension of the will to 

describe extreme terror: a “charm” that operates on Raymond’s senses keeps him utterly 

still in the presence of the Bleeding Nun:  

 

My blood was frozen in my veins. I would have called for aid, but the sound 

expired ere it could pass my lips. My nerves were bound up in impotence, and I 

remained in the same attitude inanimate as a Statue. (...) [the Bleeding Nun 

leaves] The charm now ceased to operate: The blood which had been frozen in my 

veins rushed back to my heart with violence: I uttered a deep groan, and sank 

lifeless upon my pillow.  

The Monk, vol.2, ch.I, pp.160-1 

 

 
 

A supernatural experience like this one is insuperable in terms of sublimity: it is a 

moment of contact with the unknown whose power to terrify is only matched by the 

curiosity it inspires. And still, as Joanna Baillie explains in her theory of sympathetic 

curiosity, we may eschew total knowledge in favour of spectatorship: “[t]he workings of 
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Nature in this situation [that of intercourse with a spirit], we all know, have ever been 

the object of our most eager inquiry. No man wishes to see the Ghost himself, which 

would certainly procure him the best information on the subject, but every man wishes 

to see one who believes that he sees it, in all the agitation and wildness of that terror.”
73

 

We desire an image as vivid as possible, a contact by proxy, but, despite the knowledge 

that it would afford us, not a direct communication with the unknown. The 

reader/spectator, Baillie seems to imply, wishes to retain a sense of mystery by 

experiencing a mediated terror. The character becomes thus the crucial element for the 

transformation of a naturally menacing situation into a pleasurable one, the necessary 

removal to perceive “hideous Objects” as “Dreadful and Harmless”, in the words of 

Addison in his famous “Essay on the Pleasures of the Imagination”.
74

 The very title of 

this piece already revealed that the source of delectation in the terrible would be in the 

reader’s own response to it, distinguishing between “the Description of what is terrible”, 

and “the Reflection we make on our selves at the time of reading it.” It is in the latter 

that pleasure originates: not so much in the image, or in the feeling it inspires, but in the 

process of reflection. Both for Baillie and for Addison, the experience of terror must be 

mediated: by a character, in the case of Baillie, and by an intellectual process, in the 

case of Addison. An artistic representation creates thus an idea of terror that can be 

enjoyable by its remove from direct experience. To recall briefly Hume’s theory of 

sympathy, he established that we perceive the effects and signs of terror and form an 

idea, which turns into an impression on our minds that produces an emotion of similar 

force to the one originally felt by another subject. The conventions of representations of 

terror shared by writer and reader allow for the formation of the idea, as they constitute 

the frame of reference whereby a terrifying situation is understood as such. What was an 
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obstacle to total identification with another subject’s experience, as an inescapable 

intermediate step, thus, becomes here a process that enables enjoyment: in recognizing 

the convention, the intermediate step is a heightened awareness of a process of 

reflection that involves our memory, a categorization of the present representation into 

the known frame of convention, and a consciousness of fictionality, all of which would 

be instrumental, according to Addison, in conveying an idea of present safety versus the 

danger of the fictional terror. As Michael McKeon points out, this “imaginative 

interplay” is “a psychological state whose textual counterpart is the signature mark of 

the aesthetic attitude, the reflexive relationship between form and content”
75

 which a 

marked formal convention contributes, we believe, to put the subject in. 

To conclude, conventional, stereotyped responses to extreme feeling in self-contained 

scenes, it seems clear, enable the reader to identify the emotion in question, facilitating 

the operation of the mechanism of sympathy. The passions are thus somehow kept 

under control by making them easily identifiable, something whose effects—

particularly in novels where iteration is a prominent feature of the portrayal of 

emotional outbursts—we can recall and even predict. This produces an underlying 

tension between the depiction of excess in sensitivity and feeling, and the confinement 

of those excessive feelings to a recognizable, stable representation as a means of 

constraining the force of passion, if only within the bounds of our understanding. What 

we have suggested in this chapter is that the strong conventionalization of those scenes, 

as well as their iteration and multiplication—which foreground their linguistic 

formulaicity—serve to detach the reader from the strong emotional strain of the 

characters by mediating response in four different ways. First, fragmentation and 
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phasing of action ritualize the contact with the unknown, which has an effect of 

delimitation of, and detachment from, the Other; second, the predictability of marked 

conventions can produce moments of dramatic irony that situate the reader on a 

different level vis-à-vis the character; third, the fragmented nature and the iteration of 

illustrations and tableaux-like scenes function as an education of the reader’s sensibility, 

inducing a judgement that implies the mediation of taste and moral criteria; fourth, the 

character can be seen as the pivotal element that makes of the artistic representation of 

terror a pleasurable object—which is not to say that sympathy/identification cannot be 

encouraged (especially to produce proper cathartic discharge), but it will ultimately 

entail some sort of detachment, since fear is mediated by the reader/spectator’s 

imagination.  

The theories on the sublime are fundamental to understand this centrality of the literary 

character for the experience of sublime terror, as well as the complexities of the 

relationship between linguistic and pictorial representation. Nathan Drake, in his 

Literary Hours (1798), notes that the greatest power of affect corresponds to a 

descriptive passage featuring a character whose passions are heightened by the scenery, 

who would function as a focal point for the emotions elicited by the scenery. In turn, the 

picture becomes “complete” if there are characters that animate the picture with their 

passions: “[e]ven when the delineation is merely that of inanimate nature, still the 

pensive train of thought which we usually associate with the decline of a fine day, or the 

tranquil lustre of a moon-light night, brings with it a fascinating charm; but when with 

these are mingled or contrasted the passions of the human breast, an interest of the 

stronger kind is excited, and the picture becomes complete.”
76

 And as Samuel Monk 
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204 
 

remarks in his study on the sublime, there is a tendency in treatises appearing from 1747 

to gradually shift interest from the sublime as “a quality residing in objects” to an 

“exploration of the subject rather than the description of the object.”
77

  

At this point, the valorizing of the experiences of terror and the sublime as an aesthetic 

and moral end in themselves affords us a creative, instead of impoverishing, view of 

iteration and formulaicity. The principles of sympathy and benevolence provoke an 

underlying tension between an attempt at direct identification, which would favour 

representations that give the visual or dramatic the primacy over the strictly verbal, and 

a reliance on conventions to ensure, on the one hand, a mediation of the experience of 

terror that is pleasurable (qua artistic representation of a terrifying experience), and on 

the other hand, an effect of repeated, if not constant, awareness of the experience of 

terror. 

Drawing on Murray Krieger’s history of ekphrasis, we could explain this tension as an 

ambivalent moment that hinges, precisely, on Burke’s definitions of the sublime, and 

the power that he assigns to words in its representation.
78

 The first tendency, an heir to 

the dominance of the doctrine of the true, untransforming mirror in the arts and the ut 

pictura poesis, would require of language a certain transparency; the second finds in 

Burke’s system a reason to make of linguistic mediation a source of powerful affect. 

Images, Burke contends, are “clear”, but not affecting; it is precisely because of their 

“obscurity” that words have such a strong effect over our passions: there is more to be 

                                                                                                                                                                          
night, Radcliffe adds the sublime in her descriptive passages. Only in Udolpho, there are two 
passages where these elements are connected, the sublime and the word “pensive” appear 
together four times, and the evening or twilight and a pensive mood are related twelve times. 
In these passages, the quality of pensiveness circulates from character to scenery, procuring 
examples of pathetic fallacy, as in “the pensive gloom of [the woods]”, “the pensive hour”, or 
“the pensive shade of twilight.”  
77 Samuel H. Monk, The Sublime: A Study of Critical Theories in XVIII-Century England. New 
York: Modern Language Association of America, 1935, p.74. 
78 Murray Krieger, Ekphrasis: The Illusion of the Natural Sign. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
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represented than meets the eye, and words, through their “confused images”, through 

the “terrible uncertainty” that they can convey, allow the reader to enter into the realm 

of the unknown, which is a source of the sublime. It is in this context that the formulaic, 

as opposed to the mimetic, can take over to “break through”, in Krieger’s words, “from 

the finite dimensions of the merely pictorial”
79

 to a ritualized discourse that sets (and 

expands through repetition and phasing) thresholds with the unknown. 
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CHAPTER 7 

COMPLEX GEOMETRIES OF PLOT 

 

 

The next level in our analysis of Gothic novels as chaotic systems takes us to a longer 

linguistic unit: the episode, understood as a short narrative where its immediately 

smaller unit, the scene or tableau of intense emotion, may be contained. We will refer in 

this chapter to narratives of increasing length: the episode, the inset story and the main 

plot of the novel. Our main concern here is to treat the plot line as a formulaic device 

that can be iterated and which, whether framing or framed by other stories, configures a 

complex network of references within the novel and between novels, following the 

same patterns that we have analysed for the word, formulaic pattern, character, and 

scene, evincing in the genre a geometry of recursive symmetries across progressively 

wider scales. Our analysis of this structure will be focused primarily on The Castle of 

Wolfenbach, and will be illustrated further with examples from other novels. 

One of the most compelling stories in terms of emotional discharge in The Castle of 

Wolfenbach is the narration of the Cavalier’s death, an episode that makes use of 

repeated allusions to several inabilities (among other conventional phrases) to maintain 

the feeling of horror through sympathetic identification with the narrator, the Countess 

of Wolfenbach:  

I got up, and was under the most dreadful apprehensions of what might happen; 

my eyes were continually turned to the window; I suffered the most agonizing 

terrors, when in a moment they were realized beyond whatever I could conceive 

of horror (…) the Count and his man appeared, dragging in the Chevalier, with his 

mouth bound, his hands tied, and every mark of cruel treatment; I screamed, and 

clasped my hands, but could not speak (…) I tried to speak, I threw myself on my 

knees, Spare, O spare! was all I could say, and fell senseless, but I was soon 

recovered by the officious Margarite, to still greater horror (…) I sat like one 

petrified; I neither spoke, shrieked, or groaned, but with my eyes fixed on the 
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closet I appeared insensible to every thing (…) finding I was unable to speak or 

move, [the Count of Wolfenbach] pushed me farther into the closet, locked the 

door and left me. How long I continued in this state, I know not; I believe I 

swooned, for it was day-light when I found myself on the floor, my clothes 

covered with blood, and the unhappy murdered Chevalier dead before me. ‘Tis 

impossible to describe the horror of that moment. 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, pp.66-67. 

 

This story is one of the longest accounts of past crimes in the novel, this bloodthirsty 

episode in particular being the one that finally reveals the castle as a site of torture, 

horror and secrecy. Horrors that are inconceivable, indescribable (“beyond whatever I 

could conceive of horror”, “impossible to describe”) attend the Countess at every turn: 

seeing the man she loves beaten up, and then being a witness to his death, being 

dragged into a closet where his dead body is (we later learn that the Count thought that 

this would make her die of horror), and waking up to the sight of his body and her 

blood-stained clothes. All the stereotypical bodily reactions to horror shock occur: the 

Countess faints twice, and she loses the ability to speak or move, while recuperating 

from her temporary loss of faculties only serves to make her aware of the horror that 

surrounds her. It is no wonder that the first person who hears her story, the chaplain, 

recognizes that he has “heard a tale of horror” (p.64), and that the rest of her audience 

are “overcome with astonishment and terror” (p.69). 

The novel presents four other inset stories (five if we consider that the Countess’s story 

is told partially by her sister, the Marchioness, before she can tell it herself), all of 

which encapsulate a horrifying experience (“a tale of horror” is also applied to 

Weimar’s confession of his crimes, p.111) and, within the frame of the main narrative—

usually a character’s confidence to another—they are contextualized to serve different 

purposes: as a vehicle for forgiveness, as is the case of the Count’s and Weimar’s 

confessions, a petition of help in the case of Matilda’s story, or an attempt to put 
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someone else’s sorrows into perspective, like Mother St. Magdalene’s recollections and 

the Marchioness’s accounts of her sister’s misfortunes. Ultimately, therefore, the inset 

story serves as a means for social bonding, framing the expression of horror within an 

act of sentimental intimacy. This is obvious in the exchange that takes place between 

female characters: Matilda’s story elicits compassion from the Countess, who treats 

them from that moment on as a protégée; Mother St. Magdalene tells her story to instil 

spiritual comfort in Matilda, creating in them a bond comparable to that of guide and 

disciple. In the case of the confessions, the very act of forgiveness brings storyteller and 

victim together in mutual feelings of benevolence. The Count of Wolfenbach, for 

instance, is quick to stop his wife from blaming herself, while she, “rejoiced to see him 

so sensible of his guilt,” tried to soothe him after the strain of his confession (p.105). 

Here, we note that the conflict between intense dramatic effect and moderation of 

passion increases in complexity as the intricacies of narrative and plot present new 

levels of reference. The inset stories of the novel are, on the one hand, narratives that 

allow for direct uninterrupted transmission in the form of uncommonly extensive 

passages in the first person with hardly any paragraphing; on the other hand, they work 

as a mediating device that anticipates and regulates the reader’s response to intense 

feeling. They comprehend not only a bare narration of events, but also a vivid 

description of the characters’ reaction (both the storyteller’s and her or his 

confidantes’), constituting a visual-narrative representation that accompanies the 

reader’s reaction, a sort of fictional mirror where sympathetic response is reduplicated, 

and presented to the reader conveniently filtered through the characters’ responses at the 

different levels of narration (see, for example, our discussion of the different responses 

to feeling represented by Paulo and Vivaldi in The Italian and their implications for 

reader identification, chapter 6). The moral teachings of the stories can also be made 
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explicit and their interpretation closed, not through the impersonal voice of the narrator, 

but through the words of the characters-spectators, whose authority resides in their 

virtue and sympathetic proximity to the reader. But it is precisely in the moral message 

of the Gothic plot, invested of authority through sympathetic correspondence of feeling, 

that we perceive a greater complexity. The iterations of plot must be understood here as 

a larger-scale level of the iterative process of formulaic construction, where the amount 

of information garnered by iteration becomes—chaos theory predicts—extremely 

complex, and even ambiguous. We intend to conclude this section, then, by outlining 

the complexities of moral instruction and interpretation brought about by iteration and 

intertextual readings of plots, as they are multiplied and reiterated within a novel, across 

novels and across different genres. 

The plot is precisely one of the elements of the Gothic novel most often described as 

“formulaic”, together with characters, and so one of the elements most susceptible of 

being analysed and outlined intertextually. The inset narratives of the Countess of 

Wolfenbach and Mother St. Magdalene, however, find their references (that is, the 

points of similarity that create echoes in the reader’s mind, expanding the meaning of 

each iteration—see chapter 1) also within the novel itself, and although we could 

consider the Countess and the nun as figures that echo Matilda, their variations are in 

this case as meaningful as their similarities, which makes for a more complex, while 

equally fruitful, scrutiny. As we will see later, for instance, both women as presented as 

examples of spiritual strength, told immediately after Matilda tells them her story with 

the purpose of enabling her to get acquainted with the multitude of sorrows that life can 

bring about: “you are yet a novice in affliction” (p.96), says Mother St. Magdalene, 

while the Countess stresses the instructive role of pain and suffering: “you are but 

young in the school of affliction” (p.11). Both women rejoice to know that Matilda has 
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not suffered as much as them, but they both introduce themselves as qualified mentors 

in the teaching of life’s multitude of tribulations. The Countess informs her: “when you 

know my story, you will find I am qualified to speak on the subject from very painful 

lessons, which I pray heaven you may ever be a stranger to” (p.13); Mother St. 

Magdalene insists that, While Matilda’s hardships have been quite extraordinary, they 

still cannot compare to hers, which are a sample of the pervasiveness of sorrow in the 

world: “we are all apt to magnify our own troubles, and think them superior to what 

others feel; but (...) when you know more of the world you will know also that there are 

varieties of misery which assail the human frame (...) [a]nother time you shall know my 

sad story, and will then confess, of the two, I have been most wretched” (p.95). Both 

stories are, after these announcements, postponed to allow for a build-up of suspense 

and interest. But, more importantly, as we will see later on in this chapter, Mother St. 

Magdalene’s story is the one that is shown to make a lasting impression on Matilda, and 

the one that postulates itself as the example of virtuous strength that the heroine and, by 

extension, the reader, must imitate. Interestingly, the nun’s tale is not one of violence 

and harrowing murders, but one of unfortunate accidents and, above all, destitution 

accentuated by people’s falsity and lack of compassion. The pitiful circumstances that 

she relates are not entirely unimaginable—they even bear resemblance to Eliza 

Parsons’s own misfortunes.
1
 

As we remarked in chapter 1, the analysis of a complex system is scale-dependent, 

which implies unpredictable variations of interpretation at different levels. In this study, 
                                                           
1 In the nun’s family, difficulties arise from bankruptcy and an accident: all their effects are 
seized and her father dies in a shipwreck, which causes an illness to her mother, then a stroke, 
and her death shortly afterwards. In Eliza Parsons’s family, two ships with her husband’s 
merchandise were seized, and later on a fire broke out in one of their warehouses causing 
their ruin. Her husband’s health declined as a consequence, and he suffered a stroke short 
afterwards. He died three years later, leaving Parsons to provide alone for their eight children. 
The weight of this responsibility is echoed by Mother St Magdalene, who in the midst of 
affliction laments she had “eight children younger than [herself]”, her brothers and sisters, and 
was forced to be the “supporter of all.” (p.96) 
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this is particularly the case when analysing the parallels and divergences of the stories 

within the same novel as opposed to doing so between various novels, given that the 

amount of information that shapes meaning increases greatly when we take into account 

intertextual rather than intratextual associations. Our analysis will be concerned, first, 

with the construction of meaning and the mediation of response in the relationships 

between stories within the novel; we will later afford a view into the complexities of an 

intertextual reading for the story of the Countess of Wolfenbach in particular, for which 

it is possible to trace a history of iterations across the novel, and across the genre. 

 

 

THE STRANGE ATTRACTOR: CONVENTIONAL UNIQUENESS REVISITED_________________ 

 

Intratextually, then, as we said earlier, the Countess of Wolfenbach and Mother St 

Magdalene’s stories do not reproduce exactly Matilda’s, but could configure 

hypothetical evolvements of the protagonist’s tale: in the case of the Countess of 

Wolfenbach, it presents what Matilda’s life could have been like if married to the man 

imposed on her as a husband; in the case of Mother St. Magdalene, it shows her the life 

she could have led as the orphan who finally takes the veil and grows reconciled with 

her misfortunes. We are less likely to read these parallel stories as alternative 

denouements, however, due to the marked intertextual influence of other heroines that 

act as referents for Matilda’s story, since the recognition of those literary precedents 

makes it practically impossible not to predict the heroine’s marriage despite all 

obstacles. To the seasoned reader, those denouements belong only to the friendly 

helpers of the heroine. 
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In the Gothic novel, the discourse of sympathy and the public benefits of benevolence 

instigated by fellow-feeling was, as we saw in the previous chapter, far from simple. 

The multiplicity of plots that echo the main character’s story adds to this complexity, 

suggesting that the Gothic genre is invested in communication of feeling by contiguity: 

not only feeling in somebody’s place (with all the difficulties involved in total 

identification that we have discussed), but feeling alongside the character, sharing a 

space of storytelling performance. The recurrence of similar episodes and sub-plots 

functions, we suggest, in a manner analogous to pictorial, descriptive passages, and 

scenes of intense feeling (viz. chapter 6), constituting a higher order of the same self-

similar structure. The effect produced is one of fragmentation, since the linguistic 

echoes of the previous occurrences make the reader perceive the course of the narrative 

as a succession of discrete instances (be it formulas, scenes of emotional intensity, or 

characters and plots). Interestingly, we see an approximate argument in Benedict’s 

Framing Passion, where she concludes that fragmentation in Radcliffe’s novels 

“replace[s] causality with effect”, giving precedence to the moral value of “the 

management of impressions of the moment” over that of the reward of virtue carried out 

by the main plot; she does not observe the significance of repetition, however, even if 

she identifies this fragmentation with “repeated vignettes”, “mirrored scenes” and 

“replicated postures”.
2
 We contend, as we have suggested already in previous sections, 

that fragmentation is merely an effect of the structural principle of iteration, which aims 

at making of contiguity the main relational nexus between elements—plot and 

characters being the ones we will examine in this particular chapter.
3
 

                                                           
2 Benedict, op.cit.:176. 
3 See , for example, chapter 1 for the same principle applied respecting formulaic patterns, and 
6 for scenes. 
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Benedict does make an intriguing observation about plot in Radcliffe’s novels in 

making causality subservient to emotional effect. The interruptions of a story line to 

allow for yet another inset story, the sense of fragmentation that emerges, the loss of 

momentum and prominence of the main plot, indeed suggest, as Benedict intimates, that 

the moral force of the novel lies somewhere else apart from the novel’s final reward of 

virtue in the main plot. The mechanism of sympathy, represented to the reader so as to 

be not only experienced but also observed at work between different characters, 

articulates the moral message of the novel, and balances its tone between precept and 

example, particularly as far as the management of feeling is concerned. This is 

observable in the connection of the three suffering female characters in The Castle of 

Wolfenbach, Matilda, the Countess, and Mother St. Magdalene. What brings these three 

stories together most forcefully, that is to say, the feature that is repeated most 

effectively in terms of reverberation and creation of symmetry, is the expression of 

feeling. Fits of passion and episodes of emotional intensity run through the framed 

narratives of the novel providing spaces for evocation and reiteration, and suggesting 

that the unifying thread of the three stories is feeling. The foundations of the referential 

network in the stories are laid by the recital of the passions the three women are victims 

of, as well as the paralysing horror and desperation they endure. The first intimations of 

the Countess of Wolfenbach’s and Mother St. Magdalene’s tragical stories (which are 

then typically deferred to a greater or lesser degree) introduce them, as we mentioned 

earlier, as examples to Matilda in their management of their feelings, while at the same 

time pointing at a universal presence of suffering and necessity for strength of mind. 

Mother St Magdalene in particular advises the girl to trust in Providence and endure all 

trials, voicing the moral of the novel (directed precisely at exercising control over 

unbridled passions, especially grief and desperation), and then epitomising it, since with 
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her story she proves the wisdom of both her words and her actions. Sympathy acts as a 

catalyst in permitting the first emotional affinity that leads Matilda to tell her about her 

distress, and then moves the nun to expound her exemplary conduct, which is supposed 

to transcend Matilda’s experience and produce a similar affinity with the reader which 

will improve its efficacy as a didactic story. Their confidences begin when Mother St. 

Magdalene surprises Matilda crying over Mrs. Courtney’s letter: 

Mother Magdalene entered as she was wiping the tears from her cheeks; taking 

her hand affectionately between hers, “My dear young lady, why those tears? 

spare me the pain of seeing you unhappy (...) 

Matilda sighed, and after a little pause, “That I may not appear impatient, nor 

grieved at trifles, I will unbosom myself to you, and perhaps from you obtain that 

consolation I have hitherto sought in vain.” 

She then related every part of her story, except the name of the Countess and 

situation of the Castle. 

Her gentle friend sympathized with her, and confessed, for so young a woman, her 

trials were very great. “But still, my dear lady, (said she) I bid you hope; you have 

a Father and Protector, trust in him, and you will one day assuredly be happy. 

Another time you shall know my sad story, and will then confess, of the two, I 

have been most wretched; and, though I cannot entirely exclude a painful 

remembrance sometimes, yet I am now comparatively happy,—my troubles no 

longer exist, and religion has restored peace to my mind. 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.95 

 

If Matilda’s tribulations are not so serious, it follows, the reader can also put his or hers 

into perspective, benefiting from Mother St Magdalene’s teachings, which are often 

formulated generally enough (“we are all apt to magnify our own troubles, and think 

them superior to what others feel”), as well as from the example set by Matilda, who 

resolves to rise above her sadness and disappointment almost instantly: she burns the 

letter and goes into the garden to refresh herself.  

The same techniques are seen to be at work in Matilda’s relation of her situation at the 

beginning of the novel. Even though they hardly know each other, the Countess of 
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Wolfenbach establishes a relationship of trust and altruism between them based on their 

mutual consolation. After listening to Matilda, she (like Mother St. Magdalene) 

sympathizes with her and makes sure that a generalizing precept is followed by her 

positioning as an example of adversity: 

 “Surely, (said the former lady) heaven directed your steps here, that we might 

communicate comfort to each other: griefs, when divided become less poignant 

(...) 

[Matilda relates her adventure up to the present moment] 

 “Dearest madam, (answered the Lady of the Castle) can you think it possible I 

should be uninterested for a situation like yours?  

(...)[D]o not despair, my young lady, Providence never forsakes the virtuous, but 

in its own good time will relieve us from every difficulty; an assurance of that 

truth has supported me under the bitterest calamities (...) our confidence ought to 

be reciprocal, and you shall know, in part, the peculiar distresses which have 

driven me to this asylum. 

The Castle of Wolfenbach¸ pp. 6, 10 

 

The effects of contiguity on sympathetic feelings were analysed most thoroughly by 

Hume, particularly in his A Treatise of Human Nature, where he presents it as one of 

the central relations (together with resemblance, cause and effect) that must determine 

whether, when confronted with the distresses of others, we will feel pain, as a 

consequence of the workings of sympathy, or pleasure, as a consequence of comparison. 

In Hume’s theory, the more strongly we feel connected to another person, by means of 

contiguity, resemblance, cause or effect, the more likely we are to sympathize, rather 

than compare ourselves to, that person.
4
 The distinction between these two mental 

processes of sympathy and comparison takes us again to the tensions between 

identification and detachment that we examined in the previous chapter. Indeed, as 

                                                           
4 For an account of these mechanisms, see Geoffrey Sayre-McCord, “Hume and Smith on 
Sympathy, Approbation, and Moral Judgment”, in Sympathy: A History (Eric Schliesser, ed.). 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015, pp.214-216. 
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Addison explained in the oft-quoted passage from his “Essay on the Pleasures of the 

Imagination”, it is the reflection we make—the comparison with our own safety—that 

makes us derive pleasure from the pain of others in artistic representation. We consider 

it apt to quote him again: 

When we look on such hideous Objects, we are not a little pleased to think we are 

not in Danger of them. We consider them at the same Time, as Dreadful and 

Harmless; so that the more frightful Appearance they make, the greater is the 

Pleasure we receive from the Sense of our own Safety.
5
 

 

This comparison is essential, too, for the appraisal of the moral tenets contained in the 

first-person narrative, but this will depend, as Michael McKeon maintains, on a 

previous connection with the character on the part of the readers. If teaching by example 

is the theory to adhere to, he observes, “[t]he reward of detached reflection depends 

upon the prior experience of immediate identification.”
6
 Within the fiction, the 

characters can profit from this example as a consequence of an identification that is 

much stronger than between reader and character; theirs is a relationship of much more 

direct contiguity, and consequently their sympathy is more complete, as Hume implies: 

Besides the relation of cause and effect, by which we are convinc’d of the reality 

of the passion, with which we sympathize (...), we must be assisted by the 

relations of resemblance and contiguity, in order to feel the sympathy in its full 

perfection.
7
 

 

                                                           
5 Addison, op.cit., our emphasis. 
6 McKeon, “Prose Fiction: Great Britain”, in The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, vol.IV: 
The Eighteenth Century (H.B. Nisbet and Claude Rawson, eds.), Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997, p.260. He illustrates this point with a review of Richardson’s Clarissa in 
which the reviewer praised particularly the moral force of the use of a first-person narrative: 
“[e]very character speaks in his own person, utters his feelings, and delivers his sentiments 
warm from the heart. It admits of an infinity of natural moral reflections.” (Critical Review, 11 
(March 1761), our emphasis.) 
7 Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, Book II “Of the Passions”, Part I, section XI “Of the Love 
of Fame”, p.370. 



217 
 

If resemblance and contiguity are, as Hume maintains, the relations that sustain 

sympathy, the Gothic genre finds a constructional principle to promote and consolidate 

that mechanism: identifications are accentuated by providing the novels with an 

underlying structure of iteration and formulaicity whose most visible effects are those of 

similarity and contiguity at different levels.
8
 At the level that occupies us (character and 

plot) we can observe how, in Gothic novels such as Wolfenbach, and generally in those 

with a female protagonist, the heroine is irresistibly attracted to other suffering female 

characters, themselves the heroines of their own sub-plot. She suffers with them first as 

a reaction to their narratives through imaginative sympathy,
9
 and second, in recognition 

of the similarities of their identities as suffering females and of the simultaneity of time 

and place (and therefore the contiguity) of their distress, in the present moment, the here 

and now that they share. See, for example, this typical narrative of a “favourite nun”, a 

character that, as we have remarked in chapter 3, is always mysteriously attracted to the 

heroine, and who eventually reveals her connections with her both in tribulations and in 

identity. In this instance, from A Sicilian Romance, she turns out to be the heroine’s 

lover’s sister: 

‘Hippolitus!’ said Julia, in a tremulous accent, ‘Hippolitus, Count de Vereza!’—

‘The same,’ replied the nun, in a tone of surprize. Julia was speechless; tears, 

however, came to her relief. The astonishment of Cornelia for some moment 

surpassed expression; at length a gleam of recollection crossed her mind, and she 

too well understood the scene before her. Julia, after some time revived, when 

Cornelia tenderly approaching her, ‘Do I then embrace my sister!’ said she. 

‘United in sentiment, are we also united in misfortune?’ Julia answered with her 

                                                           
8 This will appear as a reflex of Jakobson’s poles of metaphor and metonymy, respectively. We 
adopt here Hume’s terminology, since he is proposing a system of connections that is not 
bipolar, like Jakobson’s, but relies as well on the relationship of cause and effect (in this case, 
to determine the force of sympathy as the strongest bonds in the transmission of ideas, and 
therefore, of sympathetic identification). In his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, he 
also cautiously proposes that “[c]ontrast or contrariety” as a possible fourth connection, 
although he surmises it might be “a mixture of Causation and Resemblance.” (Hume, Enquiry, 
sect. III, in The Philosophical Works, Hume 1964:18, original emphasis. 
9 This is a position they share with the reader as well.  
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sighs, and their tears flowed in mournful sympathy together. At length Cornelia 

resumed her narrative (…) 

Cornelia ceased, and Julia, who had listened to the narrative in deep attention, at 

once admired, loved, and pitied her. As the sister of Hippolitus, her heart 

expanded towards her, and it was now inviolably attached by the fine ties of 

sympathetic sorrow. Similarity of sentiment and suffering united them in the 

firmest bonds of friendship; and thus, from reciprocation of thought and feeling, 

flowed a pure and sweet consolation. 

A Sicilian Romance, ch.9, pp.120-1, 124 

 

The feeling of similarity in sentiment and sorrow strengthens the sympathetic 

attachment of the characters: they are “united”, “attached by (...) fine ties”, “united (...) 

in the firmest bonds of friendship”. Their contiguity seems from that moment on 

“inviolable”, extending itself even to her external signs of feeling: their embrace is 

followed by tears that flow “in mournful sympathy together”; these are tears that 

procure a consolation of the highest value, “pure and sweet”, born of a profound 

identification, and of the proximity that enables them to share their adversity and even 

cry together. 

Not all characters enjoy this contiguity in time and space. For those characters who have 

already passed the height of their hardship and have grown resigned to their fate, the 

effect of their misfortunes can be extended into their present and, we presume, into their 

future, characterization: it is visible in their being permanently veiled by melancholy, a 

characteristic which the heroine can conveniently perceive as a connection with her own 

affliction in the present moment. In chapter 3 we already indicated that certain “found 

portraits” in Udolpho bore features that told of past misfortunes which link the 

characters represented to the heroine. Formulaic patterns connecting the lexical fields of 

“melancholy”, “tempered”, “resignation”, “sweetness”, “mildness”, and “veiled” or 

“shaded” indicate this resemblance to the main character, and establish a connection 

between the characters portrayed and the heroine that is readily recognisable by the 
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reader. Indeed, a metaphorical veil of sorrow or melancholy seems to be a very 

conventional standard of beauty in portraiture: Addison, some lines before the passage 

from the essay we have quoted, establishes that “in Painting, it is pleasant to look on the 

Picture of any Face, where the Resemblance is hit, but the Pleasure increases, if it be the 

Picture of a Face that is Beautiful, and is still greater, if the Beauty be softened with an 

Air of Melancholy or Sorrow.”
10

 Both Emily and the characters in the portraits find in 

these thin veils of melancholy and resignation an addition to their external beauty, 

which, for virtuous characters, is a direct reflection of inner beauty (viz. chapter 3). 

Further, they have the effect of a suggestion of plot, since sorrow or melancholy hint at 

a history of misfortune, in a reference which is more vivid and recognisable thanks to 

the echoes of the formulaic fields enumerated above (melancholy, resignation, mildness, 

etc.), recurrent in the plots of female virtue in distress throughout the genre. These 

formulaic portraits in Udolpho thus become much more than likenesses: they become 

not only ideals of beauty, as Addison would make us identify, but exempla of virtue 

whose histories, while only suspected by the character, can be reconstructed by the 

reader. These are the descriptive passages that correspond to those portraits in Udolpho, 

where we can appreciate the iteration of formulaic patterns (in italics). The first 

description corresponds to Emily herself: 

 

[Emily] tried to dismiss the dismal forebodings that crowded on her mind, and to 

restrain the sorrow which she could not subdue; efforts which diffused over the 

settled melancholy of her countenance an expression of tempered resignation, as a 

thin veil, thrown over the features of beauty, renders them more interesting by a 

partial concealment.
11

 

                                                           
10 Addison: ibid.  
11A veil is here just one of the words chosen in the formulaic pattern to signify a feature that 
overspreads a countenance. In Addison’s essay, it is an “air”, while in examples from the 
novels, it can be an “expression” or a “shade”. It is interesting to note, however, that whatever 
the term used, it functions very much like physical veils, in the manner that Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick described in her article “The Character in the Veil: Imagery of the Surface in the 
Gothic Novel” (PMLA, Vol.96, No. 2, Mar., 1981): it functions as a cover that inhibits sexuality 
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The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.2, ch. I, p.161 

 

 

 

The following two represent the Marchioness, Emily’s ill-fated aunt: 

 

 

On examining the countenance [Emily] could recollect no person that it 

resembled. It was of uncommon beauty, and was characterized by an expression 

of sweetness, shaded with sorrow, and tempered by resignation. (...) [T]he lips 

spoke in a smile, but it was a melancholy one; the eyes were blue, and were 

directed upwards with an expression of peculiar meekness, while the soft cloud of 

the brow spoke of the fine sensibility of the temper. 

 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.1, ch. X, p.104 

 

 

While Dorothee spoke, Emily was attentively examining the picture, which bore a 

strong resemblance to the miniature, though the expression of the countenance in 

each was somewhat different; but still she thought she perceived something of that 

pensive melancholy in the portrait, which so strongly characterised the miniature. 

 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.4, ch. IV, p.533 

 

 

 

Compare them to the portrait of Lady Laurentini, the murderer of the Marchioness, and 

the description of a less favoured character, the Countess of Villefort, which, although it 

is not the characterization of a painting, also resorts to the same formulaic patterns: 

 

Emily advanced, and surveyed the picture. It represented a lady in the flower of 

youth and beauty; her features were handsome and noble, full of strong 

expression, but had little of the captivating sweetness, that Emily had looked for, 

and still less of the pensive mildness she loved. It was a countenance, which spoke 

the language of passion, rather than that of sentiment; a haughty impatience of 

misfortune--not the placid melancholy of a spirit injured, yet resigned. 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.2, ch. VII, p.278 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                          
and desire, but at the same time comes to represent it, “both as a metonym of the thing 
covered and as a metaphor for the system of prohibitions by which sexual desire is enhanced 
and specified.” (p.256). This is particularly noticeable in this example, where “the features of 
beauty” are rendered more interesting by the “partial concealment” of the veil, even if it’s just 
a metaphorical veil of melancholy that effects the concealment/revelation of beauty. 
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She had dismissed the grace of modesty, but then she knew perfectly well how to 

manage the stare of assurance; her manners had little of the tempered sweetness, 

which is necessary to render the female character interesting.  

 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, vol.3, ch. XIII, pp. 499-500 

 

 

The strongest effect, however, as we advanced earlier, is reserved for those female 

characters that share their suffering in the present moment. Emily can only intuit that 

beneath the surface of the resemblance she bears to a character veiled by melancholy 

there lies a resemblance in their stories of adversity, while Julia and Matilda know for a 

fact that the women recounting their stories have gone through misfortune in life, just 

like them. The fact that Julia finds her lover’s sister in the same prison-like convent she 

is in, or that Matilda encounters two characters with parallel sufferings to hers, runs 

counter to the uniqueness assigned to the heroine’s situation, since the iteration of 

feelings here leads to universalization with a didactic aim, revealing a recurrent tension 

between the extraordinary and the typical that is to be found at the levels of 

characterization (as we saw in Part 1), the protagonists’ actions, and the portrayal of 

feeling (Part 2). In chapter 3 we formulated this tension by means of the oxymoronic 

expression “conventional uniqueness”, a definition that encapsulates the whole set of 

paradoxes than can emerge from the opposition of two discourses or systems of 

representation: one would advocate for the depiction of extreme feeling, repetition and 

heightened effect, configuring the pole of “uniqueness”, whereas the other discourse 

would favour probability for the sake of didacticism, as the heroine’s experience is no 

longer an isolated case, but is analogous to other women’s. This one would also serve, 

among other things, to prevent the interest of the readers from waning, while keeping 

the events close enough to their real experience so as not to lose their exemplary 

purport. We could say that this tension is, then, one between idealization and realism, 

which matches Walpole’s aim to unite “the powers of fancy” with “the rules of 
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probability”, the “improbability” of ancient romance and the success at copying nature 

of the modern one.
12

 

The iteration of these self-similar plots of female distress has, we contend, the effect of 

making the didactic aims of the Gothic novel much more complex than it could initially 

be understood to be by simply analysing its moral discourses. We have seen in the 

previous chapter how iteration of scenes of passionate outbursts worked towards the 

contention of feeling, by creating a stable frame, that of convention, which enables 

detachment from the exceptional character, but also familiarity and control. And we 

have just argued that at the next scale in the novel’s structure, the plot line, the tension 

between the extraordinary and the conventional can also have the same didactic 

undertone: when the stories of female endurance are iterated, the exceptional is 

universalized, it becomes conventional and thus graspable by the reader. The symmetry 

of these patterns at different levels reveals the fractal structure of the genre: as Aguirre 

explains in his study of fractality in the fairytale, what we observe at different levels is 

not an exact reproduction of the object, but a structural cognate.
13

  

At this point in our discussion, then, the fractality of the genre comes into view. A 

fractal is a visual representation of the behaviour of a chaotic deterministic system, that 

is, as we advanced in section 1, a system whose development depends on iteration and 

which presents different levels of predictability and order at different scales. The 

complexity of convention and didacticism in Gothic fiction is, we suggest, a result of 

the chaotic behaviour of such an iterative model. It is necessary, therefore, to explain 

the behaviour of a chaotic system to advance in our analysis employing an analogy with 

chaos theory. If we analyse the language of characterization in a specific novel at a 

                                                           
12 Walpole, second preface to The Castle of Otranto, op.cit.: 9. 
13 Aguirre 2007:161. 
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certain level of observance, say a given paragraph, the discourses of the passions, or of 

the characters’ delicacy, or of amiability, may not appear to have any specific order to 

them, that is, they are not devoid of paradox and instability: whenever we analyse those 

features of the character, they reveal unresolved tensions. At a larger scale, however, we 

can plot their paradoxes and their complexity, and observe the sets of elements around 

which their meanings seem to gravitate: exceptionality, excess, heightening, on one 

side, and resemblance, contiguity and sympathy, on the other. Their order is to be found 

in a stabilizing tendency between these two poles, in a controlled set of tensions where 

paradoxes are almost predictable. This is the order that chaotic deterministic systems 

appear to almost follow: their orbit around an attractor. This orbit is not a simple figure, 

like the idealized representation of the Moon’s orbit around the Earth in a model of the 

Solar system (i.e. an ellipse). In the case of a chaotic system, this is almost always a 

strange attractor, which can be a series of infinite, discrete points, a curve with 

discontinuities, or even a fractal structure. If we tried to trace the development of the 

iterated function through time, the sensitivity to initial conditions of a chaotic system 

would make it practically impossible to predict the point where an iteration can be 

mapped out at any given random moment, but it will always tend to fall within the basin 

or basins of attraction of the strange attractor (the “poles” around which the function can 

be said to “gravitate”), making the nonlinear system globally stable: with each iteration, 

and throughout a sufficiently long time, we would observe how the function seems to 

follow an almost orderly pattern, never simple (unlike the ellipse of the Moon’s orbit in 

the conventionalized model) and never falling into the same track, but always moving in 

the same kind of way, around or within the basins of attraction.
14

 The strange attractor 

                                                           
14 Patrick Brady defines the system that the strange attractor represents graphically as one of 
“orderliness without repetition” (Patrick Brady, “Chaos Theory, Control Theory, and Literary 
Theory, or: A Story of Three Butterflies”, in Modern Language Studies, col.20, no.4, Literature 
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that could help us visualize the chaotic development of iteration of formulas in the 

Gothic genre would probably be the Lorenz attractor, which represented visually 

resembles a sort of butterfly or owl mask (fig.6).  

 

 

Fig. 6. Lorenz attractor. Projection of the trajectory of 

a Lorenz system with “canonical” parameters to permit 

an easy two-dimensional visualization. (Image created 

by User: Wikimol, User: Dschwen /Wikimedia 

Commons /CC-BY-SA-3.0) 

 

 

 

We could then visualize the semantics of the genre’s iterative formulas as gravitating 

around the exceptionality of the character and its typicality, in representations that are 

never isolated, but which are linked by the effects of sympathy, resemblance, and 

contiguity, and which, with each iteration, approach a semblance of order and of stable 

“orbit” whose strength depends on the reader’s awareness of its iterated instances 

through time. This stabilising structure is the structure of convention that formulaicity 

draws, and the complexities of didacticism in the genre can be observed, as we will see 

below, the consequence of the scale-dependence of a chaotic system: depending on the 

scale that we analyse, on the focus of the observer, and on the initial conditions, the 

didactic meaning of the stories, novels, or the whole genre, will vary. Our next task, 

therefore, will be to illustrate these features of the system. First, we will give an 

                                                                                                                                                                          
and Science (Autumn, 1990), p.79. As we mentioned earlier, in the formulaic system that we 
propose there are no exact repetitions, but iterations, that is, non-identical repetitions that are 
sensitive to initial conditions (see chapter 6, footnote 42). 
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example of sensibility to initial conditions in the sub-plot of the Countess of 

Wolfenbach; then, we will examine how the exceptionality of Matilda’s character may 

be shown to bring instability to the moral message of the novel by standing in 

opposition to social conventions about marriage. 

 

 

SENSITIVITY TO INITIAL CONDITIONS: THE EXCESS OF PASSION REVISITED _____________ 

 

Despite being an inset tale within the main plot of The Castle of Wolfenbach, the story 

of the Countess of Wolfenbach, Victoria, is not too obviously secondary to Matilda’s. It 

is recounted three times in the novel, by different narrators (by the Countess’s sister, the 

marchioness, by the Countess of Wolfenbach herself, and by the Count of Wolfenbach, 

confessing in his deathbed), and the title of the novel already indicates that this tale will 

be central to the claims of the novel as a Gothic romance—we may wonder, even, if the 

“German tale” the subtitle refers to is not Matilda’s but the countess’s story. Her 

narrative is an account of her marriage to the Count of Wolfenbach, a stern, unfeeling 

man she is forced to marry despite her love for the Chevalier de Montreville. She is not 

unfaithful to the count, but he discovers that she has received a letter from the chevalier, 

and when she is about to receive a second, he surprises them in the transaction. In a 

passion of fury and jealousy, he kills the supposed lover in front of the countess, and 

locks her up in a closet with his blood-smeared body. The following morning, the 

countess, who is heavily pregnant, goes into labour and gives birth to a boy, who the 

count uses to blackmail his wife: the boy will live as long as she agrees to fake her own 

death in childbed and never leave the castle. She agrees, and therefore spends several 
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years (about eighteen, according to the marchioness, although the countess’s son is said 

later to be about sixteen years old) locked in the castle of Wolfenbach, under the oath of 

never revealing the murder of the Chevalier, and of scaring away every visitor to the 

castle by making it appear haunted. She does confess to her sister that she is alive, 

entreating her never to ask about why she is supposed to be dead to the world, and 

corresponds with her regularly. When she escapes the castle (and the count’s final 

attempt to murder her) and finds herself safe in England, she is able to narrate the full 

extent of the count’s deeds, once she has been properly absolved from her oaths of 

secrecy. 

This plot may sound familiar enough to readers of Gothic fiction, as it has echoes in 

several other tales of husband abuse and incarceration. It is widely recognizable and 

reproducible, and as such, it can be said to be a formulaic storyline, which will be 

invested with new meanings in subsequent iterations. The production of this meaning is, 

we suggest, “scale dependent”, a characteristic of deterministic chaotic systems. At a 

certain level of repetition, the iteration of this plot will produce chaos because, as 

Hayles has noted, an iterative process “magnifies and brings into view these initial 

uncertainties”, those uncertainties derived from the “inability to specify initial 

conditions with infinite accuracy.”
15

 By following the different iterations of this plot, 

we aim to show how the impossibility to trace the story to a specific point of origin 

precludes an absolutely accurate outline of its moral message. The inescapability of 

deferral in the search for an origin is one of the points in which Hayles find similarities 

of “general attitude”, as well as of “methodologies and assumptions” between chaotics 

and deconstruction. Among the parallels that arise between the scientific discipline of 

                                                           
15 N. Katherine Hayles, “Chaos as Orderly Disorder: Shifting Ground in Contemporary Literature 
and Science”, in New Literary History, vol.20, no.2, Technology, Models, and Literary Study 
(Winter, 1989), p.316. 
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chaos and deconstruction, she explicitly cites the characteristic of nonlinear systems that 

we are concerned with in this chapter, the sensitivity to initial conditions: “[t]he 

scientific theories show how deterministic physical systems become chaotic because 

initial conditions cannot be specified with infinite accuracy; deconstructive readings 

operate upon texts to reveal the indeterminacy that re-marks an absent origin.”
 16

 In this 

sense, it is possible to view our following analysis as one that takes a Derridean 

deconstructionist path. 

Devendra P. Varma was the first critic to establish a possible origin for the story in The 

Castle of Wolfenbach in the narrative of the Duchess of C- in Madame de Genlis’s 

Adelaide and Theodore; or Letters On Education (1783).
17

 Madame de Genlis’s was an 

epistolary novel of education, whose pedagogical nature was so clear that Gillian Dow 

does not hesitate to call it an “educational treaty” in her 2007 edition of the text.
18

 It is 

in this context, one of extensive authorial comment on theories of education (Genlis 

used to this purpose both her characters and her own voice in the footnotes), that the 

history of the Duchess of C- first appeared. The fact that the adventure of a woman 

imprisoned in a castle by a cruel husband and considered dead for nine years may have 

been out of place among the letters on education of Adelaide and Theodore did not go 

unnoticed, and Genlis herself, in a separate edition in 1783 under the title Histoire 

Intéressante de madame la Duchesse de C***, acknowledged that its “highly dramatic 

                                                           
16 Hayles, op.cit.:317. 
17 Devendra P. Varma, Introduction to The Mysterious Warning in The Northanger Set of Jane 
Austen’s Horrid Novels, London: The Folio Press, 1968, p.xii.  
18 Gillian Dow refers to the book indistinctly as a novel or a treaty/treatise, but she does warn 
the reader that “[t]he question of whether Adelaide and Theodore is a novel or treaty on 
education is not an idle one, since it is one with which the readers themselves engage. It is 
certainly a work that reacts and responds to previously published books on education. From 
Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693) to Fénélon’s Les Aventures de Télémaque 
(1699) to Rousseau’s Émile, or On Education (1762), Genlis had read all the major (and many of 
the minor) writers on education, and engages with their writing.” Gillian Dow, Introduction to 
Adelaide and Theodore; or Letters on Education. London, Pickering and Chatto, 2007, section ii. 
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style and tone seemed to disrupt the novel’s harmony”,
19

 this difference of style and 

tone being, apparently, sufficient reason to justify a standalone publication of the inset 

tale. 

British publishers may have seen, too, the potential of this story as an individual piece; 

so much so that, before the first serialized translation of the full novel Adelaide and 

Theodore was completed, there were two serialized publications of the Duchess’s story 

underway: “The History of the Duchess of C---. Written by Herself,” in Universal 

Magazine (July-September 1785), and “Female Fortitude, or the History of the Duchess 

of C---. Written by Herself,” in Lady’s Magazine (January-July 1786).
20

 Whether 

authors of Gothic novels in Britain became familiar with the full novel or with the 

isolated novella, it appears to have been a rich source of inspiration: several critics have 

considered Genlis’s tale to be an inspiration for Radcliffe and Austen, as well as 

Parsons.
21

 It seems difficult, however, to establish exactly what the track of influence is: 

the proliferation of translations, versions and re-workings of the tale make it very hard 

to speculate beyond mere publication dates. For example, does The Sicilian Romance, 

with a haunted wing of the castle that hides Julia and Emilia’s mother, inspire 

Wolfenbach’s plot, or is Parsons directly influenced by Genlis’s story? Does Jane 

                                                           
19 Madame de Genlis, Histoire Intéressante de madame la Duchesse de C***. Lausanne: H. and 
L. Vincent, 1783. Quoted in Stephanie de Genlis, Histoire de la Duchesse de C**** (ed. Mary S. 
Trouille). London: Modern Humanities Research Association, 2010, p.5. 
20 After those publications, the story saw several more, under different titles: Moral Tale. The 
Dutchess of C--- (Manchester: G. Nicholson, 1798), The Dutchess of C---. Moral Tale 
(Manchester: G. Nicholson, 1800), The True and Affecting History of the Duchess of C--- 
(London: S. Bailey, 1800), The Inhuman Husband; Or the Narrative of the Duchess of C— 
(1830), as well as the serialized “Memoirs of the Duchess of C-----“, in New Magazine of Choice 
Pieces II, 17 (1810). 
21 See, for example, Shaneman, J. C., “Rewriting Adèle et Theodore: Intertextual Connections 
Between Madame de Genlis and Ann Radcliffe”, Comparative Literature Studies, 38 (2001), pp. 
31-45; Allen Ford, Susan, “Romance, Pedagogy, and Power: Jane Austen Re-writes Madame de 
Genlis”, Persuasions, 21 (2001), pp.172-187; Dow, Gillian, “Northanger Abbey, French Fiction, 
and the Affecting History of the Duchess of C***”, Persuasions, 32 (2010), pp. 28-45; and 
Varma’s introduction to The Mysterious Warning (loc.cit.) 
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Austen model Catherine Morland’s fears of a sequestered Mrs. Tilney in Northanger 

Abbey after the Duchess’s of C-‘s imprisonment, or after the Countess of 

Wolfenbach’s? The fact that A Sicilian Romance (1790) was published between the first 

translation of Adelaide and Theodore (1782) and The Castle of Wolfenbach (1793) does 

not mean that Eliza Parsons must necessarily have been familiar with Radcliffe’s story 

(whereas it is obvious from the resemblance of the stories and their moral message that 

she did know Genlis’s). Similarly, while there are grounds to trace a great deal of 

Northanger Abbey’s motifs and characters to The Duchess of C-,
22

 it is no less true that 

Jane Austen was familiar enough with The Castle of Wolfenbach to include it in the list 

of seven “horrid novels” in Northanger Abbey. It could be argued, even, that if the 

Gothic improbabilities presented in Austen’s novel are supposed to have been imprinted 

in Catherine’s mind on account of their horrifying quality, then the story of the 

Countess of Wolfenbach, with its blood-thirsty report of the chevalier’s death, is much 

more apt to be the source of a young woman’s fears than the Duchess of C-‘s, in which 

there is no violent death.  

Finally, there is at least one more occurrence of a similar story, which, even if it does 

not bear the same similarities that we found between those we examine in this chapter, 

does show the proliferation of wife sequestration plots and a clue to their roots: an 

anonymous 1821 gothic short story simply titled “A Tale of Terror”,
23

 which is in fact 

an adaptation of tale XXXII in Marguerite de Navarre’s Heptaméron (1558). In a longer 

piece of research it would be interesting to explore these other variations in search of a 

wider plot scheme within which they could all be subsumed. 

                                                           
22 See Dow:2010. 
23 Originally published in The European Magazine and London Review, October 1821, pp.357-9. 
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The recurrence of this plot, then, promotes a chaotic production of meaning because it 

can be said to work as an iterative formulaic system: its complexity arises, first, because 

each iteration is not an exact repetition, but a recurrence which already bears additional 

information. At a certain level, chaos theory maintains, the amount of 

information/meaning will appear chaotic: at that level, it is not possible to predict 

whether the absolute indeterminacy of origin or influence can be reached, that is, 

whether a point exists where we can determine which version/iteration of the plot has 

influenced which, as is the case here. The second reason for a complex creation of 

meaning is, as we advanced earlier, the sensitivity to initial conditions that a complex 

systems shows, and which may give rise, as in the famous metaphor of the “butterfly 

effect”, to disproportionate effects at larger scales of the system. One of the best 

illustrations of the unpredictable behaviour of this system is, as we will see presently, 

the evolution of the story’s moral message. If it is impossible to trace an origin to this 

story-type, can we say that it was “born” with a didactic purpose? For those stories that 

clearly have a didactic intention, both the origin and the evolution of the story presents 

indeterminacies: at what point could we say that this particular story-type loses its 

didactic purport to become simply “a tale of terror” or “a tale of horror” whose only 

purpose is to shock its readers?
24

  

The concept of “initial conditions”, then, can prove troublesome when accounting for a 

plot, as it implies that one story, as the first iteration of the system, must be the origin 

for the rest, which would be an oversimplification of influences in a genre that draws so 

much narrative material from folklore (the tale of Bluebeard, for example, could be said 

                                                           
24 We must not forget, however, that the reception of the text changes through time and other 
contextual factors. But even accounting for differences in perception of what is a moralizing 
take and what is not, the 1821 anonymous “Tale of horror” to which we referred earlier is 
already a radical departure not only from the tone and intent of Marguerite de Navarre’s tale, 
but also from the didacticism in the plot lines we analyse here.  
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to be an earlier instance of husband abuse and secretly confined, and murdered, wives). 

It is precisely in this impossibility to find an origin that the complexity of the plot’s 

moral message thrives. By taking the story of the Duchess of C- as a point of departure 

for practical analytical purposes, it is possible to give an account of the complex build-

up and modification of meaning in the iterations that follow, and offer a glimpse into 

the indeterminacies of initial conditions.  

The reason why we use Genlis’s tale as the opening move of the analysis is that it does 

seem to be the most direct influence for Parsons’s story of the Countess of Wolfenbach, 

and, very probably, for Radcliffe’s plot in A Sicilian Romance. The story of the Duchess 

of C-, though not original, is different from tales like Bluebeard in its portrayal of 

feelings of the victim. Both this story and its subsequent iterations offer a degree of 

psychological introspection that is not present in the folktale, and which was its main 

appeal to contemporary audiences. Madame de Genlis tells of her design of the narrative 

in her memoir, remembering a conversation with two friends in which she revealed her 

idea. Their reply was that “tales of women imprisoned in dungeons could be found in a 

thousand works of fiction,” but she defended her project by affirming that “the subject 

could be made fresh and original by describing, step by step, the ideas and feelings one 

might experience,” and in that respect, it matches the focus of Parsons’s and Radcliffe’s 

plots.
25

 Once Adelaide and Theodore had been published and generally praised, one of 

her friends confessed that he had found the narrative “so vivid that he was convinced 

Genlis herself must have lived through a similar experience.”
26

  

                                                           
25 Genlis, Mémoires inédites de Madame la comtesse de Genlis, sur le dix-huitième siècle et la 
révolution française, depuis 1756 jusqu’à nos jours, 10 vols. Paris: Lavocat, 1825, III, p.177, 
quoted in Trouille 2010:3. 
26 Trouille, op.cit.:3. 
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The moral purpose of the story of the Duchess of C- is presented as closed and definite. 

Framed by the encounter between the Baroness D’Almane (Theodore and Adelaide’s 

mother) and the Duchess herself, the story is introduced as a cautionary tale against the 

dangers of the passions of love, when the Duchess observes that Adelaide may be too 

prone (at the age of twelve) to be swayed by overpowering feelings. The Duchess warns 

the Baroness d’Almane: 

Oh, Madame, you must do all you can to protect her heart from the deadly 

impressions of love! May she never know that fatal passion that can cause such 

unhappiness and so many crimes! (...) I wished to leave for my granddaughters, 

who are still very young, an account that may be useful for them some day—a 

striking lesson that will teach them two important truths: the first, that passions 

can plunge us into the deepest abyss of human miseries; and the second, that there 

are no misfortunes, no suffering so great that religion cannot help us to bear.
27

 

 

Genlis’s narrative is born, therefore, with a didactic purpose: to teach, by way of 

example but also of emotional impact (une leçon frappante, in the original French), of 

the dangers of passionate love, and of the virtues of religious resignation and endurance. 

The second teaching gains prominence with the story’s closure. Once the tale is 

finished, the narrator reduces the Duchess’s faults to a “want of confidence in her 

mother”, for, if she had told her mother of her affection for another man, she would 

have been spared her unhappy marriage to the Duke: the errors of passion, by means of 

this closing paragraph, are replaced with the evils brought about by flawed parental-

filial relationships. The Duchess’s misfortunes are then described as an opportunity to 

feel the consolations of religion: 

We observed that all her misfortunes arose solely from her want of confidence in 

her mother; and that without the aid of religion her cavern had been her grave, or 

would have rendered her stupid and senseless (...) [Adelaide and Theodore] have 

                                                           
27 Quoted in Trouille op.cit.:30. This framing device was taken up by the translator of the 1798 
edition of the story, Moral Tale. The Dutchess of C— (Manchester: George Nicholson), who 
included an additional paragraph to the tale that rewords the Duchess’s warning. 
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just now seen, that there are no accidents in life, no misfortunes, which [religion] 

cannot enable us to support with courage and resignation. They will never forget, 

that it is as comfortable as sublime; that it imprints in the heart virtues, which by 

nature we have not; and that it inspires us with a courage, that unassisted reason 

cannot pretend to.
28

 

 

The story of the Countess of Wolfenbach, in contrast, does not award the countess with 

such a choice: she is the victim of her father’s and her suitor’s power, who impose a 

marriage on her that she will, nevertheless, strive to honour by her conduct, if not by her 

love. She makes “an error of judgement” in replying to the chevalier’s letter, which may 

be perceived as encouraging an adulterous-like relationship. There is a clear effort to 

exculpate her, in any case. Even if her fault pales in comparison with the crimes 

committed by the Count of Wolfenbach, acquittal seems to be necessary, since she 

carries the burden of considering that her letter to the chevalier had occasioned all future 

misery. The countess regrets: “I failed in the duty I owed my husband and myself, in 

permitting a clandestine correspondence, although I did not intend to continue it; and 

one false step, you see, brought on irreparable evils and eternal remorse!” Her sister is 

quick to absolve her by attributing part of the blame to the “ill-treatment” she received 

from the count prior to her correspondence with the chevalier: 

I will not pretend, my dear Victoria, (answered the Marchioness) to exculpate you, 

as entirely free from blame, but if we consider the ill-treatment you received from 

the Count, previous to the Chevalier’s attempts to see you, and the sudden 

surprise of the moment, when the first letter was conveyed to you, doubtless some 

allowance ought to be made in your favor; and had you positively refused to 

receive a second, you would, ‘tis possible, have escaped much bitter reflection, 

but the worst that can be said of you, in my opinion, is, that, in your difficult and 

unpleasant situation, it was an error of judgment, for I am well assured in you 

there was no depravity of heart. 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.70 

 

 

                                                           
28Genlis, Adelaide and Theodore (ed. Gillian Dow), London: Pickering and Chatto, 2007, p.296. 
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What is described here as a “difficult and unpleasant situation” is a seclusion in the 

castle of Wolfenbach which already meant a considerable loss of liberty for the 

countess. Victoria is conducted to the castle of Wolfenbach under false suspicions of an 

adulterous relationship, and there she is confined to a room that she saw as “horrid” and 

“very gloomy” even then. Still, there remains an inkling that the count’s reaction is not 

entirely objectionable in itself but insofar as it is a disproportionate reaction to a mere 

“error of judgement”, and it is only when the count himself narrates the story of his 

consuming jealousy that the full extent of his villainy is revealed. When the focus shifts 

from the subjection of the countess to the count as a victim, himself, of incontrollable 

passions, there appears the possibility of a more intense suffering than that of the 

countess: the living hell of the sinner. The count’s narrative is interspersed with 

lamentations: “what hell can give torments equal to what a jealous man feels?”; “[l]ife 

became a burthen to me, yet I feared to die; I feared daily a discovery of my crimes”. 

His life is almost a descent into madness, which becomes evident when he recounts an 

episode of hallucinations that drives him almost to suicide:  

When retired to my apartment, a retrospection of all my crimes forced itself on my 

remembrance. I tried to sleep, alas! there was no sleep befriended me; ten 

thousand horrid images swam before my sight; I threw myself out of bed; it was 

moonlight; my room commanded a view of the distant wood, I shrunk at the 

sight—there lies my wretched wife! then the Chevalier, Joseph, Bertha and Peter, 

all seemed to walk before me;—Great God! what were my sufferings that night, 

never to be effaced from my memory. When daylight came, I went down stairs to 

the garden; here I first thought of destroying myself. 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.104 

 

The account of certain redeeming features in the Count’s character, like these torments 

of guilt, the accumulation of crimes produced by his fears of detection, his compassion 

towards his wife and gradual “softening” towards her, or his love for his son, are 

designed to inspire pity and to procure a characterization that goes beyond unadulterated 



235 
 

wickedness. This is an aspect in which the characters of the Duke in Genlis’s story and 

the Count in Parsons’s novel are very similar. In Genlis’s narrative, however, the focus 

of the story never shifts from the Duchess to the Duke: the fortitude with which the 

duchess bears her punishment, the way in which she protects the identity of her 

supposed lover, and most importantly, the spiritual growth that she undergoes as a 

consequence of her confinement, remain central to the story. The shift of focus that we 

perceive in the story as it is re-written in Wolfenbach is due, we suggest, to two 

important variations: the first, the addition of murder to the crimes of the villainous 

husband; the second, the displacement of the moral of religious comfort to a different 

story, in this novel in particular, to that of Mother St. Magdalene.  

The number of murderous deeds confessed by the Count of Wolfenbach amounts to 

four, plus a thwarted attempt to murder his wife, which makes for a great contrast 

between this character’s depravity and the Duke of C-‘s. In terms of tone, moreover, the 

story of the Duchess of C- has no parallel to the scene of the murder of the chevalier and 

the confinement of the countess in a closet with his dead body, an experience so 

horrifying that the Count hoped would be enough to kill his wife with horror (“[m]y 

first intention was to murder both; and when I locked her in the closet with the dead 

body, I hoped terror and fright would have done my business.”) A mere crime of abuse 

towards the Duke’s wife, however terrible and reprehensible it may be, does not seem to 

be engaging enough to make of the villain a central figure in the narrative of the 

Duchess of C-. The story of the Countess of Wolfenbach, on the other hand, can turn 

into the story of the Count of Wolfenbach, and be unfolded in a first person narrative, 

because it is a spiral of iniquity and vice that can be conveniently exploited as a warning 

against the disproportionate progress of the passions. The Count of Wolfenbach, like 

Weimar, and even like Ambrosio in The Monk, reaches a turning point in his evil doings 
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where it is safer for him to plunge deeper into crime than to repent and break the cycle 

of vice. We are reminded here of Elizabethan and Jacobean drama villain-heroes’ plight, 

like Macbeth’s “Things bad begun make strong themselves by ill” (Macbeth, 3. 2. 55), 

or his later “I am in blood │Stepp’d in so far that, should I wade no more, │Returning 

were as tedious as go o’er” (3. 4. 135-7). In drawing these characters, Elizabethan and 

Jacobean playwrights seem to take after Seneca’s tragedies not only their maxim 

(Clytemnestra’s “per scelera semper sceleribus tutum est iter”, Agamemnon, l.115), but 

also, arguably, the authorization of such villainous figures and a certain space for 

sympathy and identification with them.
29

 In The Castle of Wolfenbach, the character-

narrator of these criminal confessions assumes a generalizing tone of reprobation—in 

the case of Weimar, assuming even a third person to make his moral more universal, 

and in the Count’s version, a first person plural that the reader is more likely to identify 

with. The Count reflects during his confession: 

[W]hen a man gives himself up to unrestrained passions of what nature soever, 

one vicious indulgence leads to another, crimes succeed each other, and to veil 

one, and avoid discoveries, we are drawn insensibly to the commission of such 

detestable actions as once we most abhorred the idea of. 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.104 

 

Weimar concludes his confession with the following words, which reformulate the 

Count’s general statement: 

                                                           
29 The strong moralizing background of these novels may seem to preclude this identification, 
but there is no doubt that, in giving the villainous husband or the criminal monk centre stage, 
there is a certain bearing to the tradition of the almost stereotypical villains of the revenge 
tragedy, and to the “opportunity[ given to them ] to make themselves the most intelligent and 
interesting characters in sight”, as Gordon Broden argues, the revenge tragedy being, he 
contends, “engineered to secure the audience’s sympathy” with the most criminal characters. 
(Gordon Broden, “Tragedy”, The Oxford History of Classical Reception in English Literature (Ed. 
D. Hopkins, C. Martindale, P. Cheney, and P. Hardie).Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015, vol. 
2, p.385) The commitment to the Senecan motto in Elizabethan and Jacobean drama is 
referenced in several other plays, making of it almost a formulaic motif for the genre. As well 
as in Macbeth, it appears in Hamlet, Richard III, Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy, Marston’s The 
Malcontent, or Webster’s The White Devil, among others. 
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[W]hat I have suffered, and the near prospect of death, determined me to confess 

all my crimes—crimes that have embittered every hour of my life, and which have 

led me into a thousand inconsistencies, from fears and terrors, only created by 

guilt. Thus it is with the wicked; early plunged into vice, they proceed from one 

bad action to another; afraid to look back, unable to repent, they go on to fill up 

the measure of their crimes, ‘till their best concerted schemes prove their ruin. 

The Castle of Wolfenbach, p.115 

 

 

The excess of criminal deeds in the stories of The Castle of Wolfenbach thus allows for 

an extension of the moral message from the precautions that a woman must take to 

avoid the passions of love (as made evident both in the framing of the Duchess of C’s 

story in Adelaide and Theodore and in the Countess of Wolfenbach’s pangs of guilt for 

her correspondence with the chevalier) to the dangers, for men, of giving free rein to 

passions, particularly jealousy and lust, as exemplified in the lives of the Count and 

Weimar. We must note, however, that in Wolfenbach, the references to arranged 

marriages against the will of the bride as a more profound source of both husband and 

wife’s dangerous passions are downplayed, and in Genlis’s tale, too, this issue is treated 

in a fairly ambiguous manner, according to Trouille: “Genlis muted her criticism of 

parental and marital tyranny by stressing the need for forbearance, obedience, and 

forgiveness.”
30

 The same device can be said to be at work in Parsons’s novel, where 

hardly any stress is laid on the oppression of an imposed marriage on the Countess; on 

the contrary, the Count’s tyrannical move is presented as a curse on his peace of mind: 

“her father seconded my wishes, and she became mine. From that hour I never knew a 

peaceful moment. I doated on her to distraction; jealousy kept pace with love. (...) My 

temper, naturally impetuous and furious, grew daily worse; for what hell can give 

torments equal to what a jealous man feels?” (Wolfenbach, p.101) In the Countess’s 

account, the “reluctance” that she felt to get married to the count did provoke an illness, 

but her feeling of aversion is quickly replaced by obedience to God’s laws and to her 

                                                           
30

 Trouille, op.cit.: 16. 
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husband: “You well know the reluctance with which I married the Count, my 

subsequent illness and recovery. When my health was restored I began seriously to 

consider my situation, and the sacrament I had vowed to observe: I determined to do my 

duty; and if I could not love the Count, at least, to esteem and oblige him.” 

(Wolfenbach, p.65) In these novels, then, the responsibility lies with the husband and 

wife with very little space for mitigating circumstances. 

The second moral teaching of the history of the Duchess of C- was, as we indicated 

earlier, the need to place trust in religious faith as a source of fortitude and consolation. 

The Duchess’s admirably pious resignation and spiritual development are some of the 

main themes of the narrative, and they make of the Duchess a strikingly complex 

character. She is a victim that, in spite of her situation, has the capacity to become an 

agent of moral justice, since through her spiritual strength she derives the courage to 

stand up to her abusive husband and even make him feel guilty (asserting a power over 

him obtained from what Trouille calls a “masochistic stance” to her imprisonment).
31

 

Later, in a change effected by the hope to see her daughter again, she gains a deeper 

understanding of her religious faith, and she is able to forgive her husband and feel 

compassion for him, while he becomes weaker, increasingly consumed by remorse and 

vengeance. This interesting reversal of roles of jailer and prisoner, and the ambivalence 

of victories and defeats, moral and physical, is not so clearly perceived in the story of 

the Countess of Wolfenbach: all references to the countess’s power over her husband 

are recounted from the Count’s point of view, and more importantly, her submission has 

the effect not of accentuating his guilt and inflaming his passions, but of appeasing them 

(“[h]er resignation and obedience to my orders sometimes moved me in her favor, and 

                                                           
31 The power relations between husband and wife are considered by Trouille as “the most 
compelling aspect of the duchess’s story” (Trouille, op.cit.:11), and she examines it masterfully 
on pages 11-13 of her introduction to her edition of the Histoire de la Duchesse de C***. 
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every visit my heart grew more and more softened.”) Against Genlis’s “masochistic” 

character, who holds the power to produce remorse in her oppressor and uses it—even if 

this attitude is later replaced by more serene fortitude—the Countess of Wolfenbach is 

never seen to hold that agency, or the power to inflict any punishment of any sort on the 

Count. 

The fact that the female protagonist of the story that lends its title to The Castle of 

Wolfenbach is not represented as the novel’s epitome of religious fortitude (this position 

being reserved for Mother St. Magdalene) does not mean that this is a quality any less 

fundamental to the heroine’s development. The conclusion of the novel makes it plain 

that Matilda’s resignation and endurance were the path to her happiness. The novel’s 

closing paragraph begins: “[t]hus, after a variety of strange and melancholy incidents, 

Matilda received the reward of her steadiness, fortitude, and virtuous self-denial.” But it 

is not from the countess, but from the nun Mother St Magdalene, that she will learn 

those virtues. The novel finishes in Matilda’s own words, in a letter to Mother St 

Magdalene that reads: “[f]rom you, (said she) I learned resignation, and a dependence 

on that Being who never forsakes the virtuous; from you I learned never to despair.” 

The moment of spiritual awakening to pious acceptance and resignation for Matilda 

happens in the convent, motivated by conversations with the nun: “[f]rom this day 

Matilda grew entirely resigned; she derived wisdom and comfort from her good 

mother’s conversation, nor suffered anticipation of evils to disturb her serenity.” The 

moral message inherent in these and similar excerpts resembles that of the story of the 

Duchess of C-, but instead of being presented in the narrative of the imprisoned wife, 

the Countess of Wolfenbach, it is detached and transposed to another story to allow for 

a shift of focus on the depravity of the count. The character that embodies “female 
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fortitude”
32

 and the moral message regarding religion are maintained, now in the figure 

of Mother St Magdalene. After Matilda has related her tribulations to her, the nun 

“sympathized with her” and advised: 

I bid you hope; you have a Father and Protector, trust in him, and you will one 

day assuredly be happy. Another time you shall know my sad story, and will then 

confess, of the two, I have been most wretched; and, though I cannot entirely 

exclude a painful remembrance sometimes, yet I am now comparatively happy,—

my troubles no longer exist, and religion has restored peace to my mind. 

The Castle of Wolfenbach¸ p.95 

 

After she tells her story, in which she explains how she lost her family, her fortune, and 

even the favour of a fiancé, who, upon her reversal of fortune, proposes that she be his 

mistress instead of his wife (a proposal she obviously refuses in the strongest terms), 

Matilda is ready to see the insurmountable difficulties for the virtuous to ever achieve 

happiness, for 

if such are the evils to be expected in life; if misfortunes are so frequent, 

ingratitude and malignancy so prevalent, men so abandoned, and the good and 

benevolent allotted so small a share in the proportion of the world, the only 

asylum for the unfortunate is a convent. 

The Castle of Wolfenbach¸ p.100 

 

Mother St Magdalene, however, shows her how her situation calls for “hope and 

comfort” rather than desperation. Through the nun’s story of misfortune and her 

example of religious consolation, both the commonness of evil and the necessity of 

learning resignation and forbearance are made manifest for Matilda, while the virtue of 

female fortitude is universalized. 

                                                           
32We will remember here that Female Fortitude was one of the titles given to the history of the 
Duchess of C- in serialized form. 
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We have proposed that the variations and complex developments of morality in the plot 

of the Countess of Wolfenbach that we have offered so far contribute to enable a shift of 

focus from the character of the female victim to the character of the violent, passion-

driven husband. The displacement of the moral precept of religious comfort, that is, the 

transference of the example of female fortitude from the countess to Mother St 

Magdalene constitutes, additionally, a move towards the prevalence of metonymical 

representation and universalization of female virtues that we discussed at the beginning 

of the chapter. It also enables us to pursue the last line of our argument that the moral 

instabilities of this iterative plot can be traced back to a sensitivity to initial conditions 

typical of complex deterministic systems, by directing our attention to the variations in 

one of the key moral aspects, and the most uncertain one, of the history of the Duchess 

of C-: the guilt or innocence of the ill-treated wife. 

The Countess of Wolfenbach, as we saw earlier, is not completely exonerated from all 

responsibility in her misfortunes. Is it possible, then, that her “error of judgement” 

makes her less fit for example? We must note that the character of Mother St 

Magdalene, who is the model of virtuous perseverance in the novel, has a life history 

that is morally unimpeachable, while the plot of Julia’s mother in Radcliffe’s A Sicilian 

Romance also features a completely innocent wife who is an example of religious 

forbearance and who is imprisoned by a husband that simply needs to have her out of 

the way to marry another woman. The question of whether the cruel husband has, in any 

possible moral perspective, a justification for his behaviour and therefore a right to lock 

up his wife, will inspire several plots, most famously that of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane 

Eyre. 

The guilt or innocence of the duchess of C-, likewise, is not unequivocal. Genlis’s 

heroine subverts the traditional values of filial and conjugal obedience that are 
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otherwise supported throughout the narrative: she vindicates her love for another man 

and through her spiritual strength asserts her subjectivity as a woman outside her role as 

an obedient wife (both features that Genlis presents but eventually condemns).
33

 In any 

case she is not, it is maintained in the story, an adulteress. The main element of 

uncertainty, however, is provided by the origin of Genlis’s narrative, since the author 

acknowledges that it is based on a true story with significant differences to Genlis’s 

romance. A real-life correspondence would, allegedly, increase the moral value of the 

tale, and unlike those numerous instances in which the claim to a real-life basis of the 

story was merely conventional, it was accepted at the time (and indeed it is the case) 

that there was a real Duchess of C-. The story of the Italian Duchess of Girifalco, after 

which Genlis modelled her tale, differs from the narration in Adelaide and Theodore in 

one detail, crucial to the moral interpretation of the story: Genlis added, and so she 

admits in a footnote to the narrative, the figures of the duchess’s lover and a female 

friend.
34

 In real life, Genlis was telling her readers, the wife was innocent of any 

adulterous relationship, and even of the charges of loving another man other than her 

husband. Indeed, the motives for the Duchess of Girifalco’s imprisonment remained a 

subject of speculation, although there were suspicions and widely-circulated rumours 

that the reason for the duke’s behaviour was his jealousy, and that the duchess did have 

a lover. Italian chroniclers did not agree on either version, that of an innocent or a guilty 

wife, and as Genlis herself, based on her acquaintance with the duchess’s family, asserts 

                                                           
33 See Trouille, op.cit.: 13-14. 
34“The foundation of this story is perfectly true (…) [T]he only invention in this story is love, and 
the characters of the lover and the friend.” (Adelaide and Theodore, p.267) To make the claims 
of the duchess’s innocence even more complex, Genlis eliminated any references to her 
invented elements of the story in editions of Adelaide and Theodore from 1804, stating simply 
that the story was based on facts. It has been argued that, since the Duchess of Girifalco died 
in 1800, Genlis did not see it necessary to protect the duchess’s reputation so clearly (Trouille, 
op.cit.: 26-7) This goes against the claim in her memoir that it was impossible to ascertain why 
the duchess had been imprisoned, and so adds to the ambiguity uncertainty concerning her 
innocence. 
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in her memoir, this uncertainty may never be resolved, since the duchess “never knew, 

nor could any one ever discover, why her barbarous spouse shut her up in the 

dungeon.”
35

 

In sum, the fact that we cannot know with any certainty whether the Duchess of 

Girifalco was guilty or not, and the different variations on the heroine’s innocence or 

guilt, allow us to glimpse that the danger of the passions of love is not only located in 

women, but also, and more dangerously, in men. What we maintain, then, is that there 

are complexities in the moral interpretation of this plot in successive iterations, which 

could be viewed as the chaotic growth that brings to light the uncertainties of initial 

conditions. The re-writing of the story in The Castle of Wolfenbach does retain the love 

plot of the countess, but assigns the longest account of feelings and psychological 

insight to a first-person narrative of the count, while displacing the moral of spiritual 

growth and resignation in the face of suffering to an innocent woman, Mother St 

Magdalene. In A Sicilian Romance, Radcliffe makes the wife also innocent of any 

passionate impulses, and removes the underlying reason of forced marriage, giving all 

prominence to the passion of love, in this case in the bosom of the husband. This 

iteration of the plot also gives us further insight into male/female privileges and powers 

while showing how, instead of taking a lover (a fault attributed almost exclusively to the 

wife, as her way of subverting male authority), the husband could resort to “effacing” 

the first wife so as to wed another woman. In Austen’s Northanger Abbey, this absolute 

power of the husband is the one that feeds Catherine Morland’s fantasies of a criminal 

Mr. Tilney fashioned out of Gothic villains in previous plots of sequestration: while the 

moral message is that unrestrained passions are to be controlled, the danger does not lie 

in women’s frailties (unlike what Genlis or Parsons, through the love plot of their 

                                                           
35Genlis, Mémoires (1825), III, p. 48, quoted in Trouille, op.cit.: 10. 
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stories, would make us believe), but in how men who have power to exert violence upon 

their wives can yield to the irresistible force of passions. The fact that the imprisonment 

of the Duchess of C- can be traced back to a real-life case of abuse, even if it was set in 

remote, Catholic (and therefore barbarous) Italy, casts a particular light on the Quixotic 

warnings in Northanger Abbey, if we consider that Catherine may be a more perceptive 

reader than other characters in the novel want to make her appear to be: there is indeed a 

threat to sanity in taking romance literally, but literature, Austen seems to remind us, 

can produce valid commentaries on society, and reflect very real anxieties.
36

 This is 

manifest when considering the possibility that the sequestration plot that Catherine 

imagines for Mrs. Tilney may have had its roots, after all, in the actual seclusion of an 

innocent woman. 

Despite the moral ambiguities that may exist in these plots, their didactic aim is always 

clear, and often explicit. Regarding the applicability of the moral teachings of narratives 

of passion, and the problems derived from novels’ morality (which we will discuss to 

conclude this chapter), we must note here our differences with Christina Lupton’s views 

that the sentimental tradition, where the tendency to present excesses of feeling and to 

control them through artistic representation can be said to emerge, “is about language’s 

ability to conjure up experience, but also to distinguish aesthetic experience from 

practical or political engagement.”
37

 She goes on to summarize Michael McKeon’s like-

minded opinion that sentimental literature was “the triumph of literary fiction as the 

                                                           
36 By offering a parody of the sentimental and the Gothic novel, as well as an open moral to the 
denouement, Northanger Abbey is in itself an example of the critical standpoint that the 
reader could take in interpreting fictional representations of moral values. Whereas Genlis 
espouses filial obedience throughout the narrative, and later explicitly asserts that misfortunes 
like the Duchess of C’s were born of a lack of confidence in parents, in Northanger Abbey it is 
left for the reader to determine “whether the tendency of [the novel] be altogether to 
recommend parental tyranny, or reward filial disobedience.” (Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey, 
vol. 2, ch. XVI, p.187)  
37 Christina Lupton, Knowing Books: The Consciousness of Mediation in Eighteenth-Century 
Britain. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012, p.127. 
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aesthetic ideal, separated from the teaching of virtue and freed of expectations of its 

correspondence to a real world.”
38

 Without entering into a long discussion that would 

fall beyond the scope of this work, we could reiterate that, in addition to individualistic 

(i.e. non-social) improvements that could be derived from private reading, the 

promotion and exercise of sympathy were aimed at the betterment of society at large 

(see chapter 6). As for McKeon’s clear dichotomy between aesthetics and didacticism, 

we feel that this corresponds to a very clear-cut definition of the novel, one which 

would not be “tainted” by other genres and modes of expression: the didactic treaty, the 

philosophical tract, or simply earlier types of fiction, like the chivalric romance, to name 

just a few. In those genres, which come to inform and shape novelistic genres (as we 

hope to have shown is the case with Gothic fiction), “the aesthetic ideal separated from 

the teaching of virtue and freed of expectations of its correspondence to the real world” 

is not absolute, and therefore some of its blurred boundaries between aesthetics and 

didacticism must be transferred to the novel. What we will analyse presently is how 

these iterative discourses on passion could become “aimless affectivity”, in the words of 

Emma J. Clery,
39

 when they were rooted in and charged with such clear didacticism.  

A possible answer to this question could be found in the themes of exceptionality and 

excess that we have analysed throughout this discussion, and which are a fundamental 

element of the genre’s conventions. Extreme sensibility was as ubiquitous as it was 

condemned in the eighteenth century. Mary Wollstonecraft fought incessantly against 

the penchant for “over-exercised sensibility”, claiming that “a distinction should be 

made between inflaming and strengthening [the passions]”.
40

 She (and many feminist 

theorists after her) saw this tendency as a manifestation of submissiveness, and while 

                                                           
38 ibid. From Michael McKeon, The Origins of the Novel, 1600-1740. Baltimore and London: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987. 
39 Clery, 1995:64. 
40 Wollstonecraft:67. 
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stories like the narrative of the Duchess of C- were designed to prevent those excesses 

of passion, they also perform the function of presenting them to the reader as a 

commodity to be consumed both as an indulgence and as an exercise of personal 

improvement. We offer here a look into Matilda’s most passionate reactions in 

Wolfenbach to notice how an excess of passion could be, at the same time, a virtue and 

a fault. 

It seems clear that Matilda yields to passion (understood as extreme feeling) when she 

decides to leave the family in a fit of profound contempt for herself. The Count’s 

accusation that she meant, out of “romantic notions”, “to abandon [her] friends, to 

distress the most affectionate hearts in the world, to give up society, and (…) bury 

[her]self in a convent” (p.84) seems to imply that a more unemotional reaction would 

have been more appropriate. At the same time, it points to the close relationship that 

existed between sympathy and society, by presenting Matilda’s decision as a socially 

disruptive action. On the other hand, it is regarded as positive mainly for two reasons. 

First of all, she does not display “inflamed” passions, but those that, in Wollstonecraft’s 

words, have been strengthened, in that they are directed and become resolutions. In this 

light, the heroine’s merit stems not so much from her capacity to subdue her most 

powerful emotions, but from her resolve to sublimate them by redirecting their force to 

an eventually harmless and virtuous end.  

The second reason why Matilda’s decision can be construed as positive is the opinion, 

shared by most of her acquaintance, that she is acting according to an extraordinary 

sense of integrity behind her desire to be independent, a desire from which all 

selfishness is denied, and which becomes the epitome of her generosity. In pursuing this 

laudable goal, she hurts everybody’s feelings: to perceive that her motives arise from “a 

superior greatness of mind” and to consider her decision as virtuous despite the pain she 
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causes to others, is tantamount to being aware of the existence of a common good—in 

this case, the preservation of a conservative system of rank and social reputation. It is on 

this assumption that the novel’s moral basis lies, a moral which rewards Matilda’s 

virtue because of the general benefit it will bring to society beyond her limited social 

circle. However, this moral precept must be suspended to a certain degree to allow for 

sympathy towards the Count, who fights against those conservative values in favour of 

unequal marriage and the passion of unconditional love.  

The same sympathy for the man who fights for the rights of a companionate marriage 

inspired by love is to be found in The Italian. His opposition to parental authority is 

condemned as “romantic language” and “chivalric air”, but the reader cannot fail to see 

the irony in those words when uttered by his tyrannical father, the Marchese di Vivaldi, 

at a time when the customs concerning marriage were leaning towards a relative 

freedom against social constrictions and parental authority: 

 

“Where is the principle,” said the Marchese, impatiently, “which shall teach you 

to disobey a father; where is the virtue which shall instruct you to degrade your 

family?” 

“There can be no degradation, my Lord, where there is no vice,” replied Vivaldi; 

“and there are instances, pardon me, my Lord, there are some few instances in 

which it is virtuous to disobey.” 

“This paradoxical morality,” said the Marchese, with passionate displeasure, “and 

this romantic language, sufficiently explain to me the character of your associates, 

and the innocence of her, whom you defend with so chivalric an air. Are you to 

learn, Signor, that you belong to your family, not your family to you; that you are 

only a guardian of its honour, and not at liberty to dispose of yourself? 

(...) 

[U]nfortunately the Marchese and Vivaldi differed in opinion concerning the 

limits of [the duties of a son]; the first extending them to passive obedience, and 

the latter conceiving them to conclude at a point, wherein the happiness of an 

individual is so deeply concerned as in marriage. 

 

The Italian, Vol. 1, ch.II, pp.30-1 
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The paradoxes of morality, exemplified in the difficulties to brand actions as virtuous or 

wicked, are not resolved. Two irreconcilable notions of filial duty are presented with no 

superiority other than that of sympathetic feeling.  

This gives us a clue to the criticism that would deem these novels and other similar 

romances morally threatening to their readership (in spite of the strong didacticism 

present in them), if we consider that the tension inherent in strict moral principles, 

which is voiced in these cases by the male characters (the Count in Wolfenbach and 

Vivaldi in The Italian could be an indicator that even social conventions were not 

immovable. Even in a world where Matilda’s position is repeatedly defended and 

prevails in the end, the Count’s (and in The Italian, Vivaldi’s) differing view could find 

its way to the reader through a little crevice opened by feeling and sympathy: a view 

that suggests that against the principles that support social structures and advocate for a 

marriage between equals, there is a corresponding principle that champions the search 

for individual happiness. 

In addition to any conclusions we may draw regarding the nature of Matilda’s or 

Vivaldi’s impulses or motivations, that is, whether they act inspired by the common 

good or for individual self-interest, we observe again, as we did at the end of chapter 4, 

the fragility of the line separating virtue and vice, in that there is a discourse in which 

passions are inherently uncontrollable, and must therefore counterbalance the more self-

possessed behaviour which is guided by reason. And even though Wollstonecraft’s 

distinction between “inflaming” and “strengthening” the passions seems perfectly valid, 

and accounts partly for the extolling of the heroine’s determination, there must have 

been an inevitable contradiction when referring to passions as something positive or 

productive of benefits. Clery illuminatingly argues that the tendency to define or 

classify the passions, as in this case to discriminate between “strong” and “inflamed” 
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ones, obeyed an impulse to control what cannot be controlled, to turn them into 

something either manageable or at least more understandable, as if, when defined, the 

passions could finally be subjected to our reasoning power.
41

 An iterative chaotic 

system could be consonant with this constant attempt to subdue the power of the 

passions, by multiplying instances that could bring forth order, in the form of a 

collection of examples (usually characterized by the prevalence of moral justice), to the 

excesses of passion. At the same time, as we have suggested, iteration and nonlinearity 

have the potential to generate chaos, an inordinate growth, the consequences of which 

                                                           
41 Clery 2000:15. See also chapter 6. One of the intense feelings to be provoked in readers was 
terror, as we explained in the previous chapter. The management of this feeling was another 
controversial one, since the line between an acute sensibility that would enable us to be 
susceptible to the pleasures of sublime terror and a mere superstitious dread was also fragile. 
One of the devices to control terror, which links with Clery’s “classifying” device, was the trope 
of narratives and conversations with the protagonist about sources of fear to be found in their 
surroundings, where the dialogue between the superstitious and the rational responses to the 
unknown is perceived in the differing reactions of the two characters in the scene, narrator 
(servant) and listener (hero or heroine).  
Apart from the visible split of reactions to unknown terrors, the comic effect that is 
encouraged by these exchanges could be construed as a valid response to fear and 
superstition, based on the application of the Superiority Theory, which John Morreal outlines 
in The Philosophy of Laughter and Humor, and which, although formulated formally by Thomas 
Hobbes, can be traced back to Plato and Aristotle. In the typical exchange between servant 
and protagonist, this principle, which states simply that humour is aroused by our sense of 
superiority towards another figure, works bidirectionally to substantiate the primacy of reason 
over superstition: if the comic slant of the passage successfully engages the reader, it is 
because the superiority of the rational approach to unknown terrors has been perceived, and 
therefore confirmed. Conversely, if the reader wants to identify him or herself with the 
superior position of the two, he or she will have to recognize the prevalence of rationality over 
superstitious fear, thus favouring the comic response. The comic servant, of course, also serves 
to promote a certain “mental flexibility”, in Morreal’s words, to other responses (John 
Morreal, Comic Relief: A Comprehensive Philosophy of Humor. Sussex: Wiley- Blackwell, 2009, 
p. 78). What they do for the reader is, in sum, what Amanda D. Drake argues they do for the 
hero or heroine of the novel, that is, “relieving them of fear and thus freeing them rationally to 
assess, for a moment, their own reactions to the narrative’s Gothic supernaturalism.” (Amanda 
D. Drake, “The Grin of the Skull Beneath the Skin:” Reassessing the Power of Comic Characters 
in Gothic Literature. Unpublished PhD dissertation. University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 2011. 
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/englishdiss/57) This is in tune with our earlier claim, in chapter 
6, that comic characters can present the reader with alternative responses to any kind of 
feeling (not only terror), which are accepted by the reader because of those character’s 
greater potential for reader identification. Far from exhausting the subject of the comic 
character in Gothic Fiction, Drake’s dissertation opens a path of enquiry which would merit 
more scholarly interest. 
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are out of our control. The capacity of fiction to produce a range of virtuous examples 

was remarked by Kames in his Elements of Criticism: 

It therefore shows great wisdom, to form us in such a manner, as to be susceptible 

of the same improvement from fable that we receive from genuine history. By that 

contrivance, examples to improve us in virtue may be multiplied without end: no 

other sort of discipline contributes more to make virtue habitual, and no other sort 

is so agreeable in the application.
42

 

 

A multiplicity of examples, however, is susceptible of an excess (with its potential 

chaotic developments) of meaning. As Kenneth J. Knoespel argues in his study of 

examples in the context of chaos theory and deconstruction, “[e]xamples (...) constitute 

a crucial narrative mode for negotiating understanding in all disciplines,”
43

 but their 

way of affording stability in a system is that which “accompanies anything used as a 

heuristic devise [sic],” they are not strictly conducive to closure but more often “rich 

sources” and “a means of extending inquiry.”
44

 The didactic purpose of a narrative in 

this system would then be affected by the scale of observance: analysed within one 

given narrative, it is hard to deny its moral purport. At a greater scale, once it has been 

iterated and acquired intertextual associations, the same narrative can be viewed as 

detrimental, i.e. contributing to the proliferation of passions in uncontrollable, 

unpredictable ways. In its relationship with the world, as Patricia Meyer Spacks reminds 

us, this multiplicity of plots is no less ambivalent and potentially productive of meaning, 

since “it also suggests the infinite duplication of distress in the world. Fictional plot can 

alleviate the misery it manufactures, but it may also make its readers uneasily aware of 

the presence of irremediable wretchedness in the society to which, in stylized fashion, it 

                                                           
42 Kames, Elements of Criticism, vol. I, ch.2, part 1, sect. 7, “Emotions caused by Fiction.” 
43 Kenneth J. Knoespel, “The Emplotment of Chaos: Instability and Narrative Order”, in Chaos 
and Order: Complex Dynamics in Literature and Science, ed. N. Katherine Hayles. Chicago and 
London: The University of Chicago Press, 1991, p. 113. 
44ibid.:115.  
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alludes.”
45

 Like in the brief exchange that takes place in Wolfenbach after the tale of 

Mother St Magdalene is recounted, her example can be viewed as a stabilizing agent in 

a system of pervasive evil, opposed, but not completely incompatible with, any human 

efforts at resistance, be they in the form of hope, resignation, justice, or even parody. 

 

 

                                                           
45 Patricia Meyer Spacks, Desire and Truth: Functions of Plot in Eighteenth-Century English 
Novels. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1990, p.130. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 
 

 

Throughout this dissertation, we have developed a series of analyses of six Gothic 

novels, at different levels of the narrative, to demonstrate that formulaic diction in the 

genre is fundamental to posit its fractal structure: from the formulaic pattern to the plot, 

this study has taken us to consider repetitions and variations of different elements as the 

manifestations of a compositional technique that replicates itself with a high degree of 

consistency. We have also shown that characterization in Gothic fiction exhibits 

permeable boundaries with folklore and oral compositions: drawing from 

characterization in wondertales, the Gothic novel constructs a character attracted by a 

pole of concepts like uniqueness, extraordinariness, and perfect abstraction, while 

formulaic diction is key in the perception of archetypes and conventional responses that 

make of the character’s individuality and exceptionality a paradoxical trait. The tensions 

inherent to this “strange attractor” of conventional uniqueness are felt, again, at the 

different levels of narration examined.  

 An analysis of the characters’ attitudes and reactions to extreme feeling has 

enabled us to prove, furthermore, that the Gothic character is not entirely two-

dimensional, and that its supposed inconsistencies, signalled by several critics, arise 

from an attempt at a clear delimitation between absolute virtue and vice that seems to be 

untenable, as well as from a tendency to harp on excess and extraordinariness of 

sensibility. Formulaicity is again key in the perception of depth of character: the 

complexity produced by the abundance of formulaic patterns generated around the 

concepts of endeavour and fortitude, control, or restraint of feeling, allows us to 

envisage the ever-present possibility of loss of self-command, which constitutes, we 
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argued, a fractal dimension to the character, between two and three dimensions. Another 

intriguing conclusion of the intricacies of the discourse of restraint is that the privacy of 

emotion may be, for some characters, impossible or at least irreconcilable with the 

control of one’s feelings and passions. Confronting the force of the passions stands a 

command of feeling whose exercise becomes the centre around which some character’s 

bildung revolves. The richness of meaning ascribed to this notion of control is what 

ultimately deprives the character of her or his privacy, as it encompasses both the 

typical equation of control with reason, and a concept of control as supervision. Such 

supervision is constant and, as we have shown, both external and internal, since the 

heroine (it is typically a female character who is subject to surveillance) assumes the 

voice of an authoritative figure to keep a rein on her excessive sensibility. 

 Alex Wetmore sees a trend in scholarship that turns to the Scottish 

Enlightenment to understand the culture of sensibility. The theories of thinkers like 

Hutchenson, Hume or Adam Smith “often emphasize the social circulation of sympathy 

over any consideration of the privacy of emotion.”
 1

  There is growing agreement that in 

the mid- to late eighteenth century, privacy and individuality yielded to sociability when 

it came to expressions of sentiment, Wetmore explains: “sentimental identity is not 

widely viewed in the period as exclusively private and individual but is understood 

instead as fundamentally socially or publicly turned.”
2
 Wetmore is careful enough to 

qualify his assertion: sentimental identity is not exclusively private, but fundamentally 

social; and indeed, we have shown that the language of the novels studied reveals an 

irresolvable ambivalence in the border between private and social spheres that affects 

not only the privacy of individual characters, but also the moral message conveyed by 

the discourses of propriety and social conduct. 

                                                           
1 Wetmore, 2013:15. 
2 ibid. 
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 Such laws of moral behaviour regarding excesses of feeling transcend the 

written page to be applicable to the reader that indulges privately in the characters’ 

display of emotion. The very excess and multiplication of intense emotion arising at the 

level of word, theme, scene, and plot, contribute to and reflect the need for circulation 

of emotion, as it exposes the reader to the most excessive feelings—passions like 

violent love or lust, the experience of sublime awe, superstition, and terror—while 

educating her or him with models of impeccable manners and self-command, and with 

denouements of inevitable, just retribution. Despite the abundance of contemporary 

criticism that saw the Gothic novel as an agent of moral corruption, the didactic aim of 

the novels is overtly established; at the same time, as we indicated earlier, the 

multiplicity of examples only serves to stress the ubiquity of excess and the extreme 

difficulty of achieving control. The differing theories about sympathetic identification, 

on which much of the novels’ didacticism relied, also add to the instability of their 

moral message.  

 Formulaic composition has remained at the centre of the complex system of 

references that invokes other artistic expressions, like painting and music, while the 

genre’s contact with other modes, like drama, was also evinced in the representation of 

extreme feeling in conventionalized scenes of dramatic/pictorial tableaux. We have also 

noted that formulaic constructions may be encountered in other genres that Gothic 

fiction is related with, particularly sentimental novels and sentimental drama. As we 

argue in section 2, there is a certain degree of hybridism and overlapping that would 

justify a more thorough exploration not only of thematic concerns, but also of the 

similarities and intertextual play between formulaic constructions in these genres. 

Establishing such connections could help us understand more accurately how Gothic 

fiction functions, as Michael Gamer contends, as “a site between the genres”, that is, as 
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a flexible aesthetic that finds its way into other forms, among which Gamer mentions 

those that we have explored in this study: the Gothic moves, he perceives, “from 

narrative into dramatic and poetic modes, and from textual to visual and aural media.”
3
 

This is a view that we essentially agree with, with a caveat: Gamer sees the gothic 

infiltrating itself in these modes and media, while we have shown that Gothic prose 

incorporates them, creating complex dialogues with them in the very surface of the text. 

 We believe that extending the model to larger scales of analysis would be a 

logical continuation of this critical work. The influences of continental Gothic, 

particularly French and German novels, which we could only expound briefly in our 

exploration of complex geometries of intra- and intertextual plot references, seem to 

offer a promising field of enquiry in several respects. For instance, how are translation 

(alleged or actual), borrowing, or mere inspiration from French or German literature and 

culture, registered in the Gothic novel? Is it possible to justify, with a close text analysis 

like the one we have engaged in throughout this study, Angela Wright’s claim that “The 

Castle of Otranto is linguistically and generically freighted with the effects of the Seven 

Years War”?
4
 We also wonder whether it would be possible to detect, through a plotting 

of formulaic patterns present in translated (but not in original) texts, those areas where 

the English Gothic locates the greatest possibilities for the exploitation of reader’s affect 

and sympathetic identification or, as Manuel Aguirre suggests, for an exploration of the 

instability of the self.
5
  

 A study of translation, in particular, would benefit from our approach, given that 

the transference and transformation of ideas, tastes, and cultural codes in translation 

                                                           
3 Michael Gamer, Romanticism and the Gothic: Genre, Reception, and Canon Formation. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000, p.4. 
4 Angela Wright, Britain, France, and the Gothic 1764-1820: The Import of Terror. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013, p.8, our emphasis. 
5Aguirre, 2015: 150-1. 
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could be considered as a dynamical system itself. The likely feature of scale dependence 

is envisaged in Stefanie Stockhorst’s remark that “significant transformations inevitably 

occur in the course of [texts’] de- and re-contextualization, be it through the material or 

structural changes that go with the linguistic border-crossing, or through semantic shifts 

due to a different interpretive access.”
6
 This reflection, pronounced in the context of 

translation studies, echoes our conclusions about formulaic scenes and visual tableaux, 

as the “translation” between artistic modes of expression can be said to constitute a 

border-crossing of codes whereby “significant transformations” occur in re-

contextualization. Interestingly, a further layer of “translation”, that of image to text or 

vice versa, can be added to this transformational intercourse, when considering that the 

phenomenon of novel illustration was much more prevalent in France than in the British 

Isles. Across the Channel, illustration found a fertile ground in translations of the Gothic 

novel, the roman noir. Since the Gothic novels that were translated from English in 

France were embellished and complemented by numerous plates and engravings much 

more often than in their country of origin, we can suppose that the interaction between 

verbal and visual art in translated Gothic novels would be more complex. Maurice Lévy 

suggests, for example, that text and image could be bound to the intricacies of 

translation through a relation of semantic complementation: 

It would be fair then to assume that the image was for these (let’s say) 

imperfect texts [i.e. the Gothic novel translated into French] a necessary 

supporter, the auxiliary that served to illustrate a sense obscured by style 

deficiencies or lexical approximations (...) Since any translation necessarily 

entails a loss of meaning and a noticeable discoloration of the original, the 

graphic illustration replaces the distorted or faded literary image, proving 

itself useful, sometimes even beneficial.
7
 

                                                           
6Stephanie Stockhorst (ed.), Cultural Transfer Through Translation: The Circulation of 
Enlightened Thought in Europe by Means of Translation. Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 
2010, p.23, emphasis added. 
7 Il est alors permis de supputer que l’image a été, pour ces textes disons… imparfaits, 
l’adjuvant nécessaire, l’auxiliaire servant à ilustrer un sense obscurci par des insuffisances de 
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This larger scale of analysis would add complexity to our view of the role of the 

illustration as a formulaic item that gains much of its meaning by its 

recontextualization: the illustration is, according to Lévy’s view, a necessary 

complement for the transmission of linguistic meaning. This is a plausible conclusion, 

but the engraving is also, we could argue, a much richer signifier: not merely restricted 

to compensating for stylistic and lexical limitations, the illustration can, like the text, 

convey cultural and moral codes, as well as linguistic ones. A thorough study of the 

phenomenon of textual-visual complementation would constitute, like a study of 

translation, a valid expansion of our model. Indeed, Lévy’s reflection invites some 

questions whose investigation could shape an argument coherent with our conclusions 

in this thesis: did the engraving “replace” the literary image, as Lévy contends, or did it 

simply modify it (and how)? Did it enhance understanding of the text, or did it imbricate 

itself in the complex network of meaning that we propose? Did it consequently lead to 

preconceptions about the language in the scene that it represented, producing a 

meaning-laden reception of the text? Finally, did illustrations affect the aesthetic 

enjoyment of the scenes depicted, detracting from the experience of the sublime that 

only the obscurity of words could induce, as Burke maintained?  

In our use of chaos theory and mathematics, another case of translation, equally 

transformative, and susceptible to “fading”, takes place. Embracing an interdisciplinary 

approach can indeed entail losses, that is, a certain distortion in the adaptation of 

                                                                                                                                                                          
style ou des approximations lexicales (…) toute traduction s’accompagnant nècessairement 
d’une déperdition du sens et d’une sensible décoloration de l’original, l’illustration graphique 
prend la place de l’image littéraire, déformée ou ternie, et s’avère davantage utile, dans 
certains cas salutaire (Maurice Lévy, “Traduction et Illustration du Roman Noir”, in Traduire el 
Illustrer le Roman au XVIIIe Siècle, ed. Nathalie Ferrand. Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2011, 
p.124. Our translation). 
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scientific concepts to literary criticism, but the endeavour makes up for those losses 

with the unexpected conclusions afforded to those who adopt an innovative angle. At 

the very least, as Theodore E.D. Braun and John A. McCarthy have put it, “[a] trade off 

between rigor and vigor takes place” when we venture from one disciplinary language 

into another, as it is a translational enterprise in which a “[dilution of] the rigor of the 

original conceptual system”
8
 and the enrichment of that same conceptual system must 

necessarily coexist. We believe that the effort made by the reader in visualizing the 

metaphors and analogies employed in this study will pay off in the form of an original, 

and we expect, relevant and enhanced understanding of the composition of the Gothic 

novel. This objective will have been accomplished if the reader, instead of dismissing 

repetition as a residual occurrence in a Gothic novel, perceives it as a technique that can 

be valorized. Like Gjerdingen does in his study of the galant style in music—which, in 

terms of formulaic composition, is strikingly similar to Gothic fiction—we could ask 

ourselves pertinent questions about creativity and the reception of a highly 

conventionalized, formulaic artistic product: 

“If, for example, a galant composer studied a particular repertory of patterns 

from an early age and employed them in his compositions for decades, 

would those patterns not resonate for him when he heard them in 

compositions by others? Would these acts of recognition not affect his 

experience of the music? If he and his fellow composers shared nearly the 

same repertory of schemata, would the repeated representation of those 

patterns not affect their patrons’ experiences too? If these schemata 

constituted a musical medium of exchange between court artisans and their 

patrons, did this aesthetic commerce not in some way depend at least on 

some general recognition of these patterns by many of the courtiers? Did 

                                                           
8 Theodore E.D. Braun and John A. McCarthy, foreword to Disrupted Patterns: On Chaos and 
Order in the Enlightenment. Eds. Theodore E.D. Braun and John A. McCarthy. Amsterdam and 
Atlanta, GA: Rodopi, 2000, p.vi. 
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familiarity with the normal presentation of these schemata not determine 

standards for judging musical propriety, invention, and taste?”
9
  

 

According to this reflection, the high conventionalization of the genre could 

condition the listening experience of composers and patrons alike. Mutatis mutandis, we 

have reasons to believe that the “repeated representation of patterns” does affect the 

reading experience, too: after all, there was a strain of criticism that elaborated on the 

genre’s repetitiveness, and the genre of parody feeds precisely on a recognition of the 

conventions that attend the parodied object. But would repetitiveness necessarily affect 

the reading experience at the expense of enjoyment or morality, or at the expense of an 

appreciation of the literary work? We have amply demonstrated in this dissertation that 

even an acclaimed author like Ann Radcliffe relied heavily on conventions and 

formulaic composition. Is it possible, then, that there was a “normal presentation” of 

formulaic patterns that “determine[s] standards”, as Gjerdingen asks, and that the 

assignment of artistic value lay in a capacity for recognition of “established models”? 

These questions have an elusive answer, and in the last one particularly, the 

suggestion that there is a “normal presentation” (versus an abnormal one? A 

transgressive one?) that sets an accepted standard implies that the crux of the matter 

eventually comes down to what makes a literary work “acceptable”, “canonical”, or 

even “readable”. With a genre of these dimensions (both in length of the works and in 

abundance of publication), what seems to be a more rewarding line of inquiry regarding 

formulaicity and conventions is a work of detailed description: what those conventions 

consisted in, and how they realized their potential for affect. This, which is the scope of 

Gjerdingen’s investigation, for example, is no mean feat. Exploring how those 

                                                           
9 Gjerdingen, op.cit.: 16. 
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conventions were translated, transformed in their contact with other genres and modes, 

or interpreted by different audiences is, we maintain, equally relevant, and it can be 

harmonized with any other readings of the text that we undertake. When Amanda D. 

Drake notes that the lack of popularity of criticism that focuses on “an aesthetic reading 

of conventions” has given rise to a dominance of “historical and cultural readings”
10

 of 

the Gothic, she establishes a strong and possibly artificial dichotomy. We contend, on 

the contrary, that those readings can be complementary. From the textual analysis of the 

formulaic, and from an aesthetic reading of conventions, one can reach conclusions that 

speak of the historical and the cultural aspects of the genre, since the language of the 

text carries information about the social mores of the period, about its worldviews and 

preoccupations, as we have shown in our analysis of aspects like empathy, nationalistic 

pride, femininity, privacy, and above all, emotion and morality. 

 Obtaining such interpretations from the chaotic system model itself is more 

difficult, but not impossible, as demonstrated by works like the cited Disrupted 

Patterns: On Chaos and Order in the Enlightenment, which contains an impressive 

collection of rigorous work on the eighteenth century from the perspective of chaos 

theory and complexity theory. Sometimes, however, it is tempting to try to see the 

significance of chaotic patterns, that is, to attempt the harder task of reading them as 

signs of a deeper cultural or philosophical concern. Patrick Brady, in his search for 

fractal geometries in art, finds a very visual example in the Rococo sculptural and 

decorative technique of rocaille, and proposes the challenge of “reading” its fractality as 

a graph of a function itself: what would be intriguing, he says, would be to view the 

rocaille “as a graphic representation of the amorphous social and psychological 

                                                           
10 Drake 2011: 8. 
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movements that characterized the rococo period and are reflected in its aesthetic.”
11

 

What would be intriguing, and a challenge indeed, would be to regard the fractality and 

the chaos theory metaphors proposed here in that light: is the self-similar geometry of 

Gothic fiction a graphic representation of anxieties about the numinous Other, reflected 

in its formulaic insistence on thresholds at every level?
12

 Does the “strange attractor” 

representation of characterization in the genre, the graphic plotting of the oxymoronic 

conventional uniqueness, reflect the idea that the self encounters irresolvable tensions in 

moral conduct and social behaviour? Order and chaos alternate, hidden in the different 

scales of analysis: while we are presented with order in the clear dichotomies that the 

formulaic patterns shape (passion/reason, free will/fate, gratefulness/selfishness, 

delicacy/artlessness, and more), at a larger scale these become problematic and 

ambivalent, and at a yet larger scale resemble order again, subsumed by overarching 

concepts of fortitude and virtue. The examination continues without achieving 

resolution towards one extreme or the other, as the graphic of all formulaic occurrences 

gravitates around opposing concepts in a semblance of a stable orbit; order hiding chaos 

hiding order, almost representing graphically the entanglement of the self in a quest for 

harmony and knowledge, for information teased out of noise, in the Age of Reason. 

                                                           
11 Brady, 1990: 73. 
12 See Aguirre (2007a) for a detailed development of the argument that Gothic is “a genre 
which thematically places the notion of ontological danger at the centre of its concerns by 
time and again warning us of the existence of an Other side beyond the threshold.” After 
tracing the presence of the threshold at different scales of analysis, which enables him to 
demonstrate the self-similar structure of the genre, he concludes that “Gothic constitutes a 
modern mythological system.” (Aguirre, 2007a: 241) 
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CONCLUSIONES 

 

A lo largo de esta tesis hemos desarrollado una serie de análisis de seis novelas góticas, 

a distintos niveles de la narrativa, para demostrar que la dicción formulaica en el género 

es fundamental para concebir su estructura fractal: desde el patrón formulaico hasta el 

argumento, este estudio nos ha llevado a considerar las repeticiones y variaciones de 

distintos elementos como manifestaciones de una técnica compositiva que se replica con 

un alto grado de uniformidad y coherencia. 

 Así mismo, hemos mostrado que la caracterización del personaje posee límites 

porosos con el folclore y las composiciones orales: al beber de la caracterización del 

cuento de hadas, la novela gótica construye un personaje atraído por un polo de 

conceptos tales como lo único, lo extraordinario, y la abstracción perfecta; mientras 

tanto, la dicción formulaica es clave en la percepción de arquetipos y respuestas 

convencionales que hacen de la singularidad del personaje una característica paradójica. 

Las tensiones inherentes a este “atractor caótico” de singularidad convencional se hacen 

notar de nuevo en los distintos niveles de la narrativa que examinamos. 

 El análisis de las actitudes y reacciones de los personajes ante el sentimiento más 

intenso nos ha permitido probar también que el personaje gótico no es enteramente 

bidimensional, y que sus supuestas incongruencias, señaladas por diversos críticos, 

surgen de a) un intento de delimitar estrictamente la virtud y el defecto que se revela 

insostenible; y b) una tendencia a incidir en el exceso y la singularidad de la 

sensibilidad del personaje. 
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 La formulaicidad es asimismo clave en la percepción de la dimensionalidad del 

personaje: la complejidad producida por la abundancia de patrones formulaicos 

generados alrededor de los conceptos de esfuerzo y fortaleza, control y moderación de 

las pasiones, nos permite imaginar la siempre presente posibilidad de la pérdida de 

autodominio, lo cual constituye, según sostenemos, una dimensión fractal del personaje, 

esto es, entre dos y tres dimensiones.  

 Otra interesante conclusión de las complejidades del discurso de la moderación 

es que la privacidad de las emociones puede ser, para algunos personajes, imposible, o 

al menos irreconciliable con el control de los propios sentimientos y pasiones. Frente al 

poder de las pasiones se encuentra un dominio del sentimiento cuyo ejercicio se 

entiende como el centro alrededor del cual gira el bildung de algunos personajes. La 

riqueza de significado atribuida a esta noción de control es lo que, en última instancia, 

roba al personaje su privacidad, dado que pasa a significar tanto la clásica identidad de 

control y razón, como un concepto de control en cuanto que supervisión. Dicha 

supervisión es constante y, como hemos mostrado, tanto interna como externa, ya que la 

heroína (esto ocurre típicamente al personaje femenino) asume la voz de una figura 

autoritaria para refrenar su extrema sensibilidad. Del mismo modo, hemos explorado los 

límites de la esfera pública y la esfera privada, para concluir que el lenguaje de estas 

novelas revela en el espacio entre ambas una ambivalencia imposible de resolver; dicha 

ambivalencia afecta no solo a la privacidad del personaje, sino también al mensaje 

moral transmitido por los discursos del decoro y la normas de conducta. 

 Estas normas de decoro social y moral referidas a los excesos de sentimiento 

transcienden la página escrita para hacerse aplicables al lector que se permite disfrutar 

en privado de las muestras de sentimiento de los personajes. El exceso y la 

multiplicación de emociones intensas a los niveles de la palabra, el tema, la escena y el 



264 
 

argumento contribuyen y reflejan la necesidad de circulación interpersonal de la 

emoción, ya que exponen al lector a las pasiones más excesivas—pasiones como el 

amor violento o la lujuria, la experiencia de temor reverencial a lo sublime, la 

superstición, el terror—a la vez que lo educan con modelos de conducta y autodominio 

intachables, y con desenlaces de justo castigo o merecida felicidad.  

 A pesar de la abundancia de crítica de la época que veía la novela gótica como 

un agente de corrupción moral, el propósito didáctico de estas novelas está claramente 

establecido; al mismo tiempo, como indicábamos anteriormente, la multiplicidad de 

ejemplos consigue, sin embargo, constatar la ubicuidad de los excesos y la extrema 

dificultad de controlar las pasiones y sus consecuencias. Las diferencias existentes entre 

teorías filosóficas dieciochescas sobre la identificación y la empatía, sobre las cuales se 

sostenía gran parte del valor didáctico de las obras, añaden mayor inestabilidad a su 

mensaje moral. 

 La composición formulaica se mantiene también en el centro del complejo 

sistema de referencias que comunica el género con otras expresiones artísticas, como la 

pintura y la música, mientras que el contacto del género con otros géneros literarios, 

como el teatro, se ha demostrado con el estudio de las representaciones dramático-

pictóricas de emoción, los tableaux. Hemos reconocido la presencia que la composición 

formulaica tiene en otros géneros con los que el gótico tiene gran relación, como la 

novela sentimental y el teatro sentimental. Tal y como señalamos en la sección 2, hay 

un cierto grado de hibridación y solapamiento entre géneros que justificaría un estudio 

más profundo no solo de contenido temático, sino también de semejanzas e 

intertextualidad entre las construcciones formulaicas de unos y de otros. El establecer 

esas conexiones nos ayudaría a entender mejor cómo funciona la ficción gótica en 

cuanto que “lugar entre géneros”, en las palabras de Gamer, esto es, como una estética 
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flexible que se mueve entre formas artísticas, entre las que Gamer menciona las que 

hemos estudiado en esta tesis: el gótico se mueve, mantiene Gamer, “de la narrativa al 

drama y la poesía, y del medio textual al visual y auditivo.”
1
 Esta es una visión que 

compartimos, si bien con una salvedad: así como Gamer ve el gótico como una estética 

que se infiltra en otras formas y medios, nosotros hemos demostrado que la prosa de la 

novela gótica incorpora dichas formas y medios, creando diálogos complejos con ellos 

en la propia superficie textual. 

 Creemos que una extensión de nuestro modelo de análisis a escalas mayores 

sería una continuación lógica de este trabajo de crítica. Las influencias del gótico del 

continente, en especial francés y alemán, las cuales solo hemos podido exponer 

brevemente en el estudio de geometrías complejas del argumento, parecen ofrecer un 

campo de estudio prometedor en varios aspectos. Por ejemplo, ¿se podría detectar, a 

través de un trazado de los patrones formulaicos presentes en las novelas traducidas (y 

no en los originales), aquellas áreas en las que el gótico inglés sitúa el mayor potencial 

para explotar la identificación con el personaje, los afectos del lector, o como sugiere 

Aguirre, para una exploración de la inestabilidad del sujeto?
2
 

 Nuestro uso de la teoría del caos y de las matemáticas es otro caso de 

“traducción”, y como tal, está sujeto a inexactitudes. Adoptar un enfoque 

multidisciplinar puede lógicamente suponer pérdidas, es decir, una cierta distorsión al 

adaptar conceptos científicos al campo de la crítica literaria, pero el empeño compensa 

esas pérdidas con las conclusiones que obtienen aquellos que adoptan un ángulo 

innovador, y con el enriquecimiento del sistema conceptual original. Creemos que el 

                                                           
1 “A site between the genres”, the Gothic moves “from narrative into dramatic and poetic 
modes, and from textual to visual and aural media.” (Michael Gamer, Romanticism and the 
Gothic: Genre, Reception, and Canon Formation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000, 
p.4) 
2
 Aguirre, 2015: 150-1. 
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esfuerzo que hace el lector al visualizar las metáforas y analogías empleadas en esta 

tesis es recompensado con un mayor conocimiento, con puntos originales y relevantes, 

de la composición de la novela gótica. Se habrá cumplido este objetivo si el lector, en 

lugar de descartar la repetición al considerarla residual, percibe en ella una técnica que 

merece ser valorada. 

 Como señala Patrick Brady en su búsqueda de fractales en el arte y la literatura, 

es tentador intentar buscar el significado de patrones caóticos, es decir, acometer la 

difícil tarea de leerlos como signos de un motivo cultural o filosófico. Brady encuentra 

un ejemplo visual en la técnica escultural y decorativa del Rococó, la rocaille, y 

propone el reto de “leer” su fractalidad como el gráfico de una función: lo interesante, 

sostiene, sería ver la rocaille “como una representación gráfica de los amorfos 

movimientos sociales y psicológicos que caracterizaron el Rococó, y que se reflejan en 

su estética.”
3
 El reto, pues, sería contemplar la fractalidad y las metáforas de teoría del 

caos propuestas aquí desde ese ángulo: contemplar que la geometría autosimilar de la 

novela gótica pueda ser una representación gráfica de las preocupaciones sobre el Otro, 

sobre la numinosidad, reflejadas en la insistencia formulaica en los umbrales en cada 

nivel de la narrativa;
4
 contemplar también que la representación de la caracterización 

del personaje como “atractor caótico” (el trazado gráfico del oxímoron singularidad 

convencional) refleja la idea de que el sujeto se enfrenta a tensiones irresolubles en 

cuanto a moralidad y conducta social en el siglo XVIII.

                                                           
3 “As a graphic representation of the amorphous social and psychological movements that 
characterized the rococo period and are reflected in its aesthetic.”(Brady, 1990: 73) 
4 Véase Aguirre (2007a) para un desarrollo detallado del argumento que postula que el gótico 
es “un género que sitúa temáticamente en su centro mismo  el concepto de peligro ontológico, 
mediante un aviso constante de la existencia del Otro más allá del umbral.” (“a genre which 
thematically places the notion of ontological danger at the centre of its concerns by time and 
again warning us of the existence of an Other side beyond the threshold.” ) Tras delinear la 
presencia del umbral en diferentes niveles de análisis, lo cual le permite demostrar la 
estructura autosimilar del género, concluye que “el gótico constituye un sistema mitológico 
moderno” (“Gothic constitutes a modern mythological system,” Aguirre, 2007a: 241). 
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