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Introduction

Within our everyday modern world of televisions, shopping malls and conference centres, you might be intrigued to learn that the inquisitive traveller can still sniff out the weirdest and most atmospheric sites. Out there, believe it or not, are catacombs stuffed with mummies dressed in the fashions of their day, Victorian graveyards with resident vampires, ancient English libraries haunted by witchfinders’ ghosts, and cursed sculptures of black angels looming over cemeteries that only the foolhardy would dare kiss. Such fascinatingly dark places are often referred to as ‘gothic’ and this book will be a guide to 50 of these destinations. Together we will embark on a global tour that will take in skull-decorated chapels, dusty crossroads where blues musicians bartered their souls with the Devil, and the remains of the very raven that inspired Edgar Allan Poe’s most macabre poem.

The term ‘Goth’ was first applied to Germanic tribes that appeared during the decline of the Roman Empire. ‘Gothic’ was then used to describe the architectural style employed in medieval cathedrals, characterized by glowering gargoyles, pointed arches, and breathtaking vaulted ceilings. The gothic, however, later came to be associated with an artistic sensibility obsessed by mystery, gloom, death, dread and decay. Literature, painting, film and music have all been influenced by this dark muse, with such mediums expressing themes of isolation, abandonment, claustrophobia and oppression, as well as delving into the supernatural. Hence, ‘gothic’ sites might include graveyards, tunnels, eerie museums, haunted theatres, crumbling jails, deserted mental institutions, churches encoded with arcane symbols, and locations tinged by brushes with the demonic and occult.

This atlas will explore examples of all such places. But while mention of the ‘gothic’ might conjure horror-movie-style images of ghouls and monsters, this book aims to show it isn’t limited to such things. There’s beauty in the decay, culture embedded in the morbid, history entwined with the unsettling, and the light of literature and art can be discerned in the darkness.

The book traverses every inhabited continent and is divided into eight parts. We start by visiting the world’s most incredible cemeteries, with their sculptures of winged skeletons planting death’s kiss and legends of the prematurely entombed. The second part of the book is ‘The Gothic Institution’, where we learn of heavily haunted penal colonies and museums exhibiting the mummies of respectable heiresses. Then we descend underground to investigate labyrinths and catacombs while trying not to get lost in a vast network of bone-lined tunnels beneath Paris. Part Four focuses on abandoned sites, including a ruined seminary where pentagrams were allegedly scrawled in murdered nuns’ blood.

Part Five is ‘The Gothic Pen’. Here we pay homage to literature, searching the Yorkshire Moors for houses that inspired Wuthering Heights and retracing Count Dracula’s footsteps in Whitby. Part Six deals with magic and witchcraft, while the sulphur-scented Part Seven is about hellscapes. We’ll explore a Chinese city modelled on the underworld and drive down America’s notorious Route 666. The final part is entitled ‘Eerie Architecture’. Here we’ll marvel at awe-inspiring cathedrals while trying to spot their fleeting ghosts, and we’ll dodge phantom black dogs in maze-like medieval lanes.

As a writer who has spent years exploring the gothic – through fiction and non-fiction books, blogs and articles – I find myself endlessly fascinated by this spooky and labyrinthine subject. I hope that – whether you travel to the places described or merely visit them with the help of my words – you will also enjoy these beautiful, legendary and truly dark destinations.


[image: A large coat of arms intricately constructed entirely from human bones, including skulls and femurs.]


Coat of arms made from human bones at Sedlec Ossuary.






Part One

Gothic Graveyards




Highgate Cemetery

One of London’s ‘Magnificent Seven’ cemeteries
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LONDON, UNITED KINGDOM

51°34’01.4”N; 0°08’48.3”W

In London’s northern suburbs can be found Highgate Cemetery: a sprawling, overgrown – and supremely gothic – Victorian graveyard. Wandering the cemetery’s winding paths, you’ll encounter chapel-like mausoleums, lichen-stained Celtic crosses, veiled urns and sleeping angels. There are neo-Egyptian gates festooned with spilling bunches of ivy and a network of dusky catacombs. You’ll notice how nature coexists with this crumbling opulence. Tree roots splinter graves; creepers twine round tombs; ferns surround memorials. The impression is both beautiful and eerie, of resurging life and irrevocable death. Those who lose themselves in this stunningly creepy setting might find their minds contemplating the cemetery’s legends – vampires, ghosts and strangely preserved corpses with metres of red hair.

Highgate Cemetery opened in 1839, one of the ‘Magnificent Seven’ cemeteries founded on London’s then-outskirts to relieve pressure on overcrowded churchyards. Situated on a hill with commanding views of the metropolis, Highgate became a fashionable resting place. So popular was the cemetery that in 1854 a further 7.7 hectares (19 acres) were purchased to the east of Swain’s Lane, a road that now divides the cemetery into eastern and western parts.

Over the years, Highgate has become the last home of writers, philosophers, politicians and scientists. One of its most notorious tenants, however, is the artist, model and muse Lizzie Siddal. In 1862, Lizzie – wife of the Pre-Raphaelite artist and poet Dante Gabriel Rossetti – died aged 32. Rossetti, heartbroken, took a book containing the only copies of his poems and wrapped it in Lizzie’s long red hair as she lay in her coffin, hair he’d always loved and had many times painted. Lizzie was then lowered into her grave in Highgate, taking Rossetti’s poems with her eternally into the earth.

At least that was the idea. Seven years later, Rossetti realized he’d buried his best verses. Eager to include them in a new volume of poetry, Rossetti allowed his business agent Charles Augustus Howell to persuade him to have Lizzie exhumed. On the night of 5 October 1869, workmen dug down into the grave as a huddle of Rossetti’s well-dressed friends anxiously waited. Eventually, there came the scrape of shovels on the casket. The coffin was levered up and its lid struck off to reveal an amazing sight. In the flickering torchlight, Lizzie lay almost perfectly preserved. She was still beautiful, with death’s pallor granting her a phantom glow. Most incredibly, her splendid red hair had grown, with metres of it filling her coffin. The enchantment of Lizzie’s beauty didn’t last. As air made contact with Siddal’s corpse, she began to decompose and was hurriedly reinterred.


[image: A path winding through Highgate Cemetery, lined with old, stone mausoleums.]


The Circle of Lebanon at Highgate Cemetery.
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The Rossetti family tomb at Highgate Cemetery.



It’s possible that the less than honest Howell invented this story either to pacify Rossetti (who couldn’t bear to be at the exhumation), or to create publicity for his forthcoming book. Nevertheless, Lizzie’s disinterment has passed into gothic legend and may have influenced Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Stoker and Rossetti knew each other and Lizzie’s story bears similarities to that of Stoker’s vampire Lucy Westenra, who was even more beautiful undead than alive and whose place of burial resembles Highgate.

After World War II, Highgate Cemetery went into decline. Monuments were neglected and the graveyard became overgrown. The cemetery became a haunt of the homeless, drug addicts and vandals. Tombs were broken into, graves graffitied and coffins smashed for firewood. Human remains lay scattered around. The cemetery also attracted those interested in satanism and the occult. Visitors reported pentagrams scrawled in mausoleums, desecrated corpses and black candle stubs left from rituals.

Out of all this arose another legend. In early 1970, sightings of a ghostly being – a tall, dark-cloaked figure with burning eyes – led to a young man, Sean Manchester, claiming Highgate Cemetery was home to an ancient vampire. Manchester believed this entity – awoken by all the occult goings-on – was feeding on the blood of nearby residents. Such claims got into the local, then national press and a fierce rivalry developed between Manchester and another local man, David Farrant, with each determined to hunt the creature down. Things culminated on Friday, 13 March 1970, when a TV programme aired featuring interviews with Manchester and Farrant. That night, hundreds of vampire hunters converged on the graveyard, swarming over the gates before spending fruitless hours searching for bloodsuckers. Manchester asserts that, eventually – by means of stake and mallet – he ended the vampire’s gruesome reign over suburban North London. People, though, still glimpse the tall, red-eyed figure. The graveyard’s other ghosts include a floating woman in white and a skeleton that lurks by the gates.

As the cemetery fell further into disrepair, a group of citizens vowed to save it and, in 1975, launched the Friends of Highgate Cemetery Trust. By 1981, the Friends had obtained the freeholds to both the east and west sides and they set about restoring the graveyard. Though the tombs were rescued from the engulfing vegetation, they allowed trees, shrubs and wildflowers to grow naturally. Highgate Cemetery is, therefore, something of a nature reserve, a home in the city for birds, mammals and rare plants.

The cemetery has about 170,000 people buried in 53,000 graves and is still open for interments. The graveyard is also open to visitors and guided tours. Highgate Cemetery truly is a stone-dotted, ivy-entwined piece of London history and folklore, and may well be the capital’s most gothic location.




La Recoleta Cemetery

A chic metropolis of the dead
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BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA

34°35’13.9”S; 58°23’34.4”W

It’s said that when the inhabitants of Buenos Aires’ upper-class La Recoleta district succumb to high cholesterol levels caused by sumptuous meals and lavish desserts consumed in the neighbourhood’s exclusive restaurants, they don’t have to go far. They simply move a few streets and take up residence in the luxurious mausoleums of La Recoleta Cemetery.

Founded in 1821 in the grounds of an old monastery, La Recoleta was Buenos Aires’ first public graveyard. It’s an incredible place to explore: an open-air exhibition of wealth, privilege and achievement transmogrified into stone. It really is a chic metropolis of the dead, with its maze of grid-like streets and tree-shaded avenues of marble tombs. There’s an intriguing riot of styles – Neoclassical, Baroque, Neo-Gothic, Art Deco and Modernist. As you roam the cemetery, you’ll encounter endless statues, many chiselled with artistic brilliance. Women weep over urns; pharaohs gaze stoically from neo-Egyptian façades. There are cobweb-bedecked sculptures of Mary and Christ, while moustachioed grenadiers guard the tombs of generals. Mausoleums boast magnificent stained glass; some are topped by domes and battlements; others by angels brandishing swords or dragging souls to heaven. The cemetery hosts some of Argentina’s most illustrious dead, including admirals, press barons, Noble laureates and judges. Twenty-six presidents rest in La Recoleta and over 90 tombs are considered national historic monuments.

Unsurprisingly, this iconic cemetery has its legends and ghost stories. The most shocking is that of the young socialite Rufina Cambacérès. In 1902, while dressing for the opera, Rufina collapsed and seemed unresponsive. Doctors were summoned, who declared her dead, aged only 19. Her parents interred her in the family mausoleum, but La Recoleta’s caretakers were soon disturbed by scraping and shuffling noises. Upon checking the Cambacérès’ tomb, they found that Rufina’s coffin had moved and the lid appeared damaged. Suspecting grave robbers, they informed her family, who levered the coffin open to reveal a dreadful surprise. Rufina’s skin was bruised, her dress was torn and bloodied, and scratch marks scarred the inside of her casket. The only conclusion was that Rufina had slipped into a coma, from which she’d awoken entombed. After anguished struggles to free herself, she’d likely expired from suffocation or thirst.


[image: Ornate white marble monuments and statues at La Recoleta Cemetery under a cloudy sky.]


Monuments at La Recoleta Cemetery.



Her mother commissioned a new mausoleum. Here a mournful Rufina emerges from the tomb's Art Nouveau doorway, clad in the dress she was wearing when she died. The monument expresses the hope Rufina has found peace. Some, however, claim Rufina haunts the cemetery and that scratches, moans and screams echo from her tomb.

Another monument commemorating a young woman is that of Liliana Crociati de Szaszak. Liliana died in 1970, aged 26, on honeymoon in Austria, when an avalanche buried her hotel. Her parents constructed a tomb of wood and glass, the inside of which resembles Liliana’s childhood bedroom. Outside stands a statue of Liliana in her wedding dress, accompanied by her devoted dog, Sabú. Legend asserts the dog died at the same time as Liliana, despite being in Argentina thousands of miles away. It’s said that if you rub the dog’s nose, you’ll return to Buenos Aires. The bronze on Sabú’s snout has been dulled by visitors testing this superstition.

La Recoleta’s most famous female resident, however, is Eva Perón. Eva, a charismatic actress who became Argentina’s first lady, championed the rights of women and the poor, but provoked hostility from the army and upper classes. In 1952, shortly before her death, she was declared ‘Spiritual Leader of the Nation’ and in due course given a lavish state funeral. The plan was to inter her in a tomb larger than the Statue of Liberty, but a military revolt overthrew her husband, President Juan Perón.

The new junta feared Eva’s burial spot might become a shrine, so they confiscated her embalmed corpse and it began a bizarre journey. After being hidden in various places in Buenos Aires – including in a waterworks and behind a cinema screen – it was smuggled to Italy, where it languished in a crypt under a fake name. In 1971, the body was driven to Madrid, where Juan lived in exile. He cleaned the corpse up, then kept it on a platform in his dining room.

Eva was eventually returned to Buenos Aires and was buried in 1976 in La Recoleta, in her family mausoleum. Well-wishers ensure its gates are always entwined with flowers. However, to prevent another theft of Eva’s corpse, her coffin has been placed 5 metres (16 feet) down in a vault ‘fortified like a nuclear bunker’. Some suspect this is to keep Eva in rather than body snatchers out.

Altogether, the cemetery covers 55,000 square metres (approx. 590,000 square feet) and contains 4,700 tombs, with 350,000 interments. Lots of tombs are multigenerational, with the family name etched on the façade. As you wander, you can peer into some of the mausoleums. Many are well maintained, with flowers, photos, altars and lace-covered coffins. Others, though, are in disrepair. Spider webs and rusty chains decorate once grand gates, while coffins lie dilapidated, hinting that power and wealth – like all things – are transient. Over 700,000 tourists visit La Recoleta each year. If you join them, you should shell out some pesos for a map or hire a guide. Above all, don’t be lost in the graveyard when the closing bell clangs. You have only 10 minutes to get out; otherwise, you’ll discover how Argentina’s most privileged dead while their nights away.


[image: Statue of a woman standing in front of a dark door at the tomb of Rufina Cambacérès.]


Tomb of Rufina Cambacérès at La Recoleta Cemetery.






Southern Necropolis

Home of the ‘Gorbals Vampire’
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GLASGOW, UNITED KINGDOM

55°50’37.3”N; 4°14’45.7”W

On the evening of 23 September 1954, PC Alex Deeprose received a call to the Southern Necropolis, a large cemetery in the Gorbals, one of Glasgow’s poorest neighbourhoods. Upon arriving, the PC could barely believe what he saw. The graveyard was swarming with hundreds of children. Some brandished crosses and crucifixes; others wielded homemade axes, stakes and staves. They prowled in gangs around trees and Victorian tombs. The cry, ‘There he is!’ would go up and the children would rush in one direction, before someone would shout, ‘No, he’s over there!’

PC Deeprose asked them what they were doing. The kids replied they were hunting the ‘Gorbals Vampire’, a 2-metre (seven-feet) monster with huge iron fangs who they claimed had killed and eaten two boys. Ignoring PC Deeprose’s orders to go home, the kids continued their search. At one end of the Necropolis, Dixons Blazes, an iron and steel works, spewed smoke and fire. The rolling clouds of sulphur-scented fog that it produced added an apocalyptic tone to the already eerie scene. The sight of a bonfire led the children to yell the vampire must be burning his victims.

More police arrived, but they couldn’t persuade the children to disperse. Only when it started to rain and a local headmaster told everyone to stop being ridiculous did the kids go home. But they were back the next night and – in smaller numbers – the night after that. Yet as the children lost interest in their vampire hunt, adults grew more concerned. Local, then national newspapers picked up the story. Questions were asked in parliament, with the local Labour MP, Alice Cullen, taking a leading part in the discussions.

Soon the blame was pinned – or should that be staked? – on imported American horror comics. These publications, with titles like The Vault of Horror and Tales from the Crypt, were seen as sullying young minds. When it emerged that one comic, Dark Mysteries, had featured a story called ‘The Vampire with the Iron Teeth’, the links seemed obvious. A strange coalition of teachers, Christians and communists campaigned against the comics, leading to a law being passed: the Harmful Publications Act. This act is still law today.

A closer inspection of events, however, makes such a theory seem unlikely. Research has found that none of the young vigilantes had seen an American comic and many were hazy about what vampires were. Ronnie Sanderson, one of the nosferatu hunters, said, ‘I just remember scampering home to my mother: “What’s the matter with you?” “I’ve just seen a vampire.” And I got a clout round my ear for the trouble. I didn’t know what a vampire was.’


[image: The white marble 'White Lady' statue standing in the Southern Necropolis.]


The infamous ‘White Lady’ statue, at the Southern Necropolis, Glasgow.




[image: The stone gatehouse of the Southern Necropolis. A close-up view of the stone wall and entrance to the Southern Necropolis.]


The Southern Necropolis Gate Lodge guards the cemetery entrance.



A more realistic explanation could be hinted at by the vampire’s iron teeth. The Gorbals was marred by industrial poverty. Overcrowding was intense, with 40,000 inhabitants per square kilometre. Such conditions bred high infant mortality and the vampire was accused of killing two kids. Added to this was the impact on health of the air, noise and light pollution caused by the ironworks and other industries. In the fog-laden, sulphur-tinged air, with the billowing of smoke and clunking of iron all around, could malnutrition and overcrowding have conjured up this weird industrial monster in residents’ minds? Interestingly, critics of industrial capitalism compared that system to a vampire sucking workers’ blood. Karl Marx wrote: ‘Capitalism is dead labour, which, vampire-like, lives only by sucking living labour, and lives the more, the more labour it sucks.’

The Southern Necropolis is not only a source of urban folklore, but rich in history. If you enter through its dark, foreboding gatehouse, you’ll find a cemetery somewhat overgrown and dilapidated, with leaning or tumbled tombstones interspersed with grander monuments. Urns, angels, obelisks, black menhirs and Celtic crosses stand over the graves of social reformers, political activists, church ministers, police chiefs, shipbuilders, architects and merchants. One well-known trader who lies in the Necropolis is Thomas Lipton. The son of poor Irish immigrants, Thomas set up the internationally successful Lipton’s tea company. Perhaps fittingly, Thomas’s tombstone is topped by an urn.

Most of the Necropolis’s 250,000 tenants, however, are ordinary Glaswegians. The cemetery was established in 1840, in response to the revolting condition of the Old Gorbals Burial Ground, with its grim pit graves. The Necropolis was founded upon the progressive notion that working people should be able to afford their own plots, by regularly setting aside small amounts of money. Despite the overseeing committee experiencing bankruptcies, setbacks and squabbles, the aim of providing the working class with a respectable place of burial was largely achieved.

Yet this history of practical idealism has not stopped the Southern Necropolis generating legends. In addition to the Gorbals Vampire, there is the ‘White Lady’, a sculpture of a veiled woman in pallid marble. She marks the grave of carpet manufacturer John Smith, who died in 1909, and his widow and housekeeper, who were knocked down by a tram in 1933. Folklore claims the head of the White Lady turns to follow people walking past. If you dare to look into the Lady’s eyes, you’ll be turned to stone. Fear of the Lady’s power has led the superstitious to chip away at her face. There is, however, another method of averting the Lady’s baleful stare. If you run around the monument three times chanting, ‘White Lady! White Lady!’, the statue will not harm you. While there are no records of people being turned to stone, many have commented on the Lady’s eerie tendency to capture their gaze and the unsettling feeling of her eyes following them. Perhaps there is something about those brooding, downcast eyes that expresses the anguish and sadness of the many generations laid to rest in the graveyard.




The Kiss of Death

A striking modern example of memento mori art
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BARCELONA, SPAIN

41°23’47.6”N; 2°12’14.8”E

One of the world’s most striking graveyard monuments can be found in Barcelona’s Poblenou Cemetery. The cemetery – the city’s oldest – contains many elaborate tombs, scattered as it is with huge neoclassical mausoleums, gothic chapel-like resting places, enormous crosses, and angels carrying swooning souls to heaven. But even in this ornate necropolis – this graveyard full of architectural treasures concealing the bones of mayors, authors, artists and entrepreneurs – one piece of sculpture still manages to stand out.

Entitled The Kiss of Death (El petó de la mort in Catalan), the sculpture depicts a winged skeleton grasping an expiring, near-naked youth. The young man is kneeling, his head titled back, eyes shut, lips parted. Hands loose, his arms fall at his sides. The skeleton’s long finger bones press the man’s soft flesh, digging into his chest and arm. Its skeletal toes balance birdlike on the monument’s plinth, while its wings covetously shield the two figures. Bending over the swooning youth, the skeleton softly plants a kiss on the young man’s cheek. Though in a deathlike trance, the youth’s expression is ambiguous. Is his face frozen with terror and shock, or is his look one of dreamlike rapture? Does it portray the ecstasy of being released from this world’s suffering into eternity’s bliss?

If you visit Poblenou, take the time to inspect the sculpture from different angles. The artwork’s realism is unnerving. Each feather, every vein, muscle and bone has been chiselled expertly from the chill white marble. The subtlety of texture, like the fabric covering the man’s lap, recalls delicate masterpieces such as Giovanni Strazza’s The Veiled Virgin.

While admiring the macabre beauty of the two figures, you may notice a poem carved on the pedestal. It is by the Catalan writer Jacinto Verdaguer, which translated reads:


His young heart is thus extinguished,

The blood in his veins grows cold,

And all strength has gone,

Faith has been extolled by his fall,

Into the arms of death. Amen.




[image: The sculpture 'The Kiss of Death' depicting a winged skeleton kissing a young man.]


‘The Kiss of Death’ statue at Poblenou Cemetery.



The Kiss of Death was created in 1830 to stand over the grave of Josep Llaudet Soler, a young man from a family of wealthy textile manufacturers. Though we don’t know the exact age at which Josep died, it’s clear his parents felt he was snatched much too soon. His devastated father took a copy of Verdaguer’s poem and went to see the famous Catalan sculptor Jaume Barba. He asked Barba to come up with a design to reflect the sentiment of the verse. Barba’s name is inscribed on the sculpture’s base, yet many suspect that the work was executed by his son-in-law, Joan Fontbernat. Barba would have been 70 at the time and the demanding piece of art might have needed the vigour of a younger man.

Whoever chiselled The Kiss of Death into being, it’s an excellent modern example of memento mori art. Memento mori – meaning ‘remember you will die’ – is a concept that can be found in many churchyards and cemeteries, with winged skulls, grim reapers, dart-wielding skeletons and other emblems carved on gravestones and tombs. The purpose is to remind us of the brevity and fragility of human life and to turn our thoughts to the hereafter. The Kiss of Death’s memento mori symbolism is said to have inspired Ingmar Bergman’s iconic film of 1957, The Seventh Seal. In this fantastical medieval drama, characters try to outwit a personification of death during a time of plague, even playing chess against the gruesome apparition.

In addition to The Kiss of Death, there’s much to occupy the gothic-minded visitor to Poblenou Cemetery. The cemetery was the first to be built outside Barcelona’s medieval walls, mainly in response to the overcrowded condition of the city’s churchyards. Though founded in 1775, the cemetery was destroyed by Napoleon’s soldiers in 1813, prompting the rebuilding of the necropolis to a design by the Italian architect Antonio Ginesi. The cemetery has three main areas: long, high walls full of thousands of burial niches near the entrance, a collection of lavish tombs and monuments near the back, and a section close to the south wall with a mixture of niches, impressive memorials and more modest graves. A huge Celtic cross marks a mass grave of the less fortunate. A more humorous monument has a carving of a young man in a glass case, clutching a bottle of booze, with cigarettes in his pocket. The cemetery’s notable internees include actresses, ballerinas, politicians, musicians and aristocrats.

The graveyard houses the remains of Francesc Canals i Ambrós, a kindly man of humble background who died in 1899 at just 22. Many believe he had healing powers and the capacity to see into the future – being able to look into a person’s eyes and predict their time of death. It’s claimed he forecast his own early demise. People leave flowers and candles around his simple burial niche, with nearby niches having been converted into altars. They also leave letters and messages in the hope ‘the Saint of Poblenou’ will help them. Francesc is said to grant all requests connected with health and love, but to ignore appeals for money.

It is The Kiss of Death, however, for which Poblenou is most famous. The statue has fascinated the curious with its gothic, fatalistic beauty for almost a century and will no doubt continue to prove a macabre attraction.


[image: A close-up of 'The Kiss of Death' sculpture showing the skeleton's face near the man's.]


A close up of the skeleton’s kiss.
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