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Introduction


‘Gothic’ is a word that covers a wide variety of ideas from architecture, literature, music and art. The term ‘Gothic’ is characterised by elements of fear, gloominess, death, suspense and horror. All these things provoke high emotions and this is another feature of Gothic works. Fairy tales, horror films and lots of books use elements of Gothic traditions to excite, tantalise and scare the reader!
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LOOK CLOSER

With a learning partner, look at the photos of Gothic buildings on this page. What do you think are the features of Gothic architecture, and what feelings might you get from looking at them? Share your answers with the class.
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NOW TRY THIS

Based on the paragraph above, write down a list of adjectives that you think might be used to describe the term ‘Gothic’. You might like to use a thesaurus. When you have finished, share your ideas with the rest of the class.
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Places and settings

Gothic places and settings are mainly those locations that might make you feel alone, scared or disoriented. These typically include old, rundown buildings or wild landscapes. In fact, the first use of the term ‘Gothic’ referred to architecture and was originally used in a negative way to criticise the style of the period.
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NOW TRY THIS

Write down a list of all the places you can think of that fit the typical Gothic settings of old, rundown buildings or wild landscapes. This photo of a Gothic landscape might start you off with some ideas.
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Time of day and weather

Apart from setting, Gothic works also tend to use time of day and weather to unsettle and scare the audience. For this reason there are often scenes set at night, with lots of shadows and flickering lights. Weather is often used for similar effect.
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NOW TRY THIS

Discuss with a learning partner what kinds of weather you think would fit the traditional Gothic idea. When you have finished, share your ideas with the rest of the class. Looking again at the previous picture might be useful to start you off.
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Monsters

Monsters have also come to feature strongly in Gothic works. Ghosts, vampires and the supernatural are all associated with Gothic fiction and these continue to be popular in books, films and TV programmes today. You will probably have heard of two classic Gothic works that feature monsters: Dracula and Frankenstein. You will read more about these monsters and others in this book, but here is a quick snapshot of these two terrors!

Dracula was written by Bram Stoker and published in 1897. It features a vampire, Dracula, who attempts to be transported to England in order to feed on new blood and spread the vampire curse to others. This book has spawned countless stories, sequels, films and interpretations about the character of Dracula, as well as many other vampire stories.

Frankenstein was written by Mary Shelley and published in 1818. The story centres on Victor Frankenstein, a scientist who creates a new creature that turns out to be repulsive to anyone who sees it. The story has many Gothic elements and has inspired comics, books, films and computer games, as well as the classic representation of the monster in this photo. You could argue that Frankenstein’s monster is the original zombie!
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NOW TRY THIS

What do you know about the fiction of Dracula and other vampire stories? For example, what are vampires meant to be able to do and not do? How can they be killed? Discuss with a learning partner and then share your ideas with the class.
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[image: ] A classic representation of Frankenstein’s monster
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NOW TRY THIS

Apart from Dracula and Frankenstein, what books, films, TV programmes or computer games have you heard of that feature Gothic creatures like vampires, zombies and ghosts? Share your answers with the rest of the class.
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Mysterious events

As you will have realised from reading this far, death and decay are important elements of Gothic works. Expect to encounter graveyards, corpses and tombs! Other features of Gothic works are family curses, mysteries and dark secrets. People who are locked away, events that have been covered up, rooms that are hidden from view and secret passageways all feature in Gothic works.



Animals

Animals are often used in Gothic stories. Bats, wolves and birds have all famously turned up in Gothic works. ‘The Raven’ by Edgar Allen Poe is a famous example of this and you will encounter lots of others in this book.

Many Gothic stories also feature human beings who can change form into animals or other creatures. You probably know about werewolves, which are humans who are said to be able to change form into huge wolves/human monsters. Vampires are sometimes able to transform into bats! Sometimes, these transformations are more complex. For example, in the story of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde by Robert Louis Stephenson, Dr Jekyll invents a potion that changes him to another person: the evil and twisted Mr Hyde.
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LOOK CLOSER

Some people have phobias about birds. What do you think are the features of birds that lead to some people being frightened of them?
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[image: ] The raven – a ‘thing of evil’



Fairy tales

Fairy tales were originally conceived as much darker than the versions that are around today. The stories written by the Brothers Grimm in the nineteenth century contained lots of Gothic elements:


	•  ‘Little Red-Cap’ tells the tale of a girl who strays from the path through the woods after being tempted by a wolf.

	•  ‘Rapunzel’ tells the tale of a girl locked in a tower after being taken by a wicked witch.

	•  ‘Ashputtel’ tells the tale of a girl who is helped to marry a prince by her dead mother, despite the best efforts of her stepsisters. She is helped by the birds, which end up pecking out her stepsisters’ eyes!
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NOW TRY THIS

In pairs, consider the traditional fairy tale stories you might know, like ‘Little Red Riding Hood’, ‘Rapunzel’ and ‘Cinderella’. What Gothic features can you find in these stories?
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Symbolism

Often, Gothic works have more to say than might first appear. They use a lot of symbolism, meaning that things in the story have a deeper meaning under the surface. For example, ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ is a cautionary tale about not following strangers, and Frankenstein partly arose from a fear of the progress mankind was making in medical and technological advancements. Gothic works are a good way for writers to make a point about something in a more engaging and subtle way than if they just wrote on a topic.



Parodies

Sometimes Gothic elements have been changed or subverted for comic effect. These
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[image: ] Hotel Transylvania is a Gothic parody
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