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THREE GOTHIC NOVELS

HORACE WALPOLE (1717–97), fourth earl of Orford, was the son of Robert Walpole, twice Prime Minister of Britain. In 1747 he moved to Strawberry Hill, Twickenham, his ‘little Gothic castle’, where he was at the centre of a literary and political society and arbiter of taste. The Castle of Otranto was published anonymously in 1764 and launched the Gothic novel in England. Walpole is also remembered for his witty letters to a wide circle of friends.

WILLIAM BECKFORD (1759–1844) was the son of a Lord Mayor of London and at one time was known as ‘England’s wealthiest son’, with a fortune derived from the West Indies. He built Fonthill Abbey in Wiltshire, a prime example of Gothic architecture, where he lived until scandal and extravagance forced him to sell. Vathek, originally written in French, was published in 1786.

MARY SHELLEY (1797–1851) was the daughter of the philosopher and writer William Godwin and of Mary Wollstonecraft, author of Vindication of the Rights of Woman. In 1814 she eloped with the poet Shelley to the continent, marrying him on the death of his first wife. Frankenstein (1818) was written during a stay in Switzerland when she, Shelley and Byron each agreed to write a supernatural story.
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THE favour recently enjoyed in some European countries (Italy for instance) by Gustav Meyrink’s The Golem and Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita makes one wonder whether the scanty fare provided by modern experimental novels and anti-romans has made readers so famished, that as soon as they happen to detect the smell of what the French romantics used to call the roman-charogne, they rush for it like mad. The terror and wonder which abound in those two novels have certainly profited also by the example of modern masters, but a reader familiar with the Gothic novels of the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century will easily recognize in them themes and proceedings which were the stock-in-trade of the tales of terror. The terrific robot of the modern Prague banker is of the same lineage as Mary Shelley’s monster, and the underground labyrinth through which the protagonist reaches the awesome room of the dark Jewish school is a commonplace of the Gothic tales, the double is a descendant of many a German Doppelgänger, the motif of the innocent accused and tried for a crime he has not committed, and incapable of proving his innocence, recalls episodes in Frankenstein, in Melmoth the Wanderer and in François Soulié’s Mémoires du diable. In fact, though refined by the lesson of the later masters of the mysterious and the cruel, such as Kafka in fiction and Kubin in painting, the subject-matter of The Golem has such a distinct Gothic flavour that ‘tracing its literary genealogy would take us very far, because on the one hand there is the Rosicrucian strain which begins with Godwin’s later novels and gains in strength through Hawthorne’s posthumous work, on the other hand there are Novalis’s romanticism, certain inventions of Hoffmann (such as Der Sandmann), Jean Paul (such as Der Komet oder Nikolaus Markgrat), Arnim and Brentano, Balzac’s and Gérard de Nerval’s esoteric novels, etc.’1 And in the posthumous work of the Russian novelist there is a devilish cat who descends from Hoffmann’s Kater Murr, a man who lacks a shadow like Chamisso’s Peter Schlemihl, besides obvious echoes of Goethe’s Faust, of Gogol, and the Wandering Jew.

All this shows that the Gothic flame, as an Indian scholar has called it, 2 is far from extinguished. The appeal of terror and mystery no doubt existed also much earlier than the second half of the eighteenth century, witness the Hellenistic romances and the Elizabethan dramas, but it is in the last portion of that century that in fiction we meet with no less strange fashions than those of the merveilleuses and the incroyables of the Directory, which historians of costume quote as typical instances of the extravagant finery that usually either accompanies or follows epochs of great social revolutions. Thus about the time of the French Revolution there appeared in France the series of infernal novels of the Marquis de Sade, and in England a whole blossoming of Gothic novels, called tales of terror there and romans noirs abroad. The effect, in a survey of literary history, is not unlike the impression we receive in an air journey over Texas and New Mexico to the Grand Canyon, when we see a level plain suddenly interrupted by chains of craggy mountains, with rocks which have the aspect of ruined castles and ranges of convulsed peaks like a tumultuous barbaric horde.

And in the same way as such a full orchestra of the horrid is announced by sporadic growths of strangely misshapen hills and grim outposts, so the novels of terror were announced by less fierce forerunners. An aesthetic theory of the Horrid and the Terrible had gradually developed in the course of the eighteenth century,3 but why in the most polite and effeminate of centuries, in the century of bergeries and fêtes galantes and idyllic conversation pieces, the century of Watteau and Boucher and Zoffany, should people have begun to feel the horrible fascination of dark forests and lugubrious caverns, and cemeteries and thunderstorms? The answer is: just because of its feminine character. In no other century was woman such a dominating figure, the very essence of rococo being a feminine delicacy – just because of this the eighteenth century had les nerfs à fleur de peau. They discovered the mal de vivre, and the vapeurs. ‘Les vapeurs, c’est l’ennui,’ said Madame d’Épinay. They had vague inklings of a metaphysical anxiety. Throughout her life Madame du Deffand experienced the oppressive feeling of an ultimate nothingness: ‘Je suis tombée dans le néant… je retombe dans le néant’.4 Perhaps the origin of the painful pleasure imparted by the tales of terror is contained in two lines of Baudelaire (‘Au lecteur’ – Les Fleurs du Mal):

C’ est l’Ennui! – L’oeil chargé d’un pleur involantaire
Il rêve d’échafauds en fumant son houka.5

The new sensibility had begun to find literary expression in compositions such as Collins’s Ode to Fear and in The Castle of Otranto, written by Walpole as the whim of a dilettante mediaevalist; it had modified the conception of the Beautiful in Burke’s famous Philosophical Enquiry (1757), where there occurs the startling statement: ‘Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible… is a source of the sublime’;6 it had sought to analyse its own origins in such essays as that of J. and A. L. Aikin ‘On the Pleasure derived from Objects of Terror’, and the ‘Enquiry into those kinds of Distress which excite agreeable sensations’ (in Miscellaneous Pieces in Prose, London, 1773) and in Drake’s essay ‘On Objects of Terror’ which precedes the fragment of Montmorenci. The discovery of Horror as a source of delight reacted on men’s actual conception of Beauty itself: the Horrid, from being a category of the Beautiful, became eventually one of its essential elements, and the ‘beautifully horrid’ passed by insensible degrees into the ‘horribly beautiful’.

Of course, as I was saying, the discovery of the beauty of the Horrid cannot be considered as belonging entirely to the eighteenth century, although it was only then that the idea came to full consciousness. That beauty and poetry may be extracted from such unpromising materials as the base and the repugnant, Shakespeare and the other Elizabethans had known long before this, though they did not theorize about it. In Lewis’s The Monk, Agnes who, being with child, has been condemned to a slow and hideous death in a dungeon together with her offspring, says:

Sometimes I felt the bloated toad, hideous and pampered with the poisonous vapours of the dungeon, dragging its loathsome length along my bosom. Sometimes the quick cold lizard roused me, leaving its slimy track upon my face and entangling itself in the tresses of my wild and matted hair. Often have I at waking found my fingers ringed with the long worms which bred in the corrupted flesh of my infant.

These details, on which the frénétique romantics of a later date were to set store, where did Lewis find them but in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet (IV, i, 77 ff.)?

O… rather than marry Paris
                       … bid me lurk
Where serpents are; chain me with roaring bears
Or hide me nightly in a charnel-house,
O’er cover’d quite with dead men’s rattling bones,
With reeky shanks, and yellow chapless skulls,
Or bid me go into a new-made grave
And hide me with a dead man in his shroud…

and in Otway’s The Orphan (I, 209 ff., 446 ff.):

When in some Cell distracted, as I shall be,
Thou seest me lye; these unregarded Locks,
Matted like Furies Tresses; my poor Limbs
Chain’d to the Ground, &c.

On the other hand, the idea of pain as an integral part of desire had a certain novelty, if Novalis could remark (in Psychologische Fragmente): ‘It is strange that the association of desire, religion and cruelty should not have immediately attracted men’s attention to the intimate relationship which exists between them, and to the tendency which they have in common.’ Novalis’s Fragments appeared in 1798 in the Athenäum, one year after the publication of the definitive and complete edition of Sade’s Justine and Juliette which had for the first time appeared respectively in 1791 and 1796.

A monster or a martyr, Donatien-Alphonse-François de Sade was certainly not the first to be endowed with an exceptional outlook on erotic matters, but the siècle des lumières supplied him with the torch of reason and the belief in the soundness of Nature’s laws, and the newly undertaken exploration of the customs of primitive peoples who lived according to Nature made it clear to him that his ‘apartness’ from the feelings of his fellow-men was, in fact, not a shortcoming but a privilege; he was aware of the voice of Nature as nobody else was round him, hence he was the bearer of a message, the most daring philosopher of all. For Sade the whole history of civilized humanity was a mistake, and one had to revert to the condition of holy Nature. Nature taught destruction, murder, sexual promiscuity, and so far Sade was right. But had not the theory of original sin allowed for this? And was not the whole history of humanity an effort just to overcome that chaotic state of nature in order to create a liveable society? Sade would have us revert to private revenge for murder, to prostitution of boys and girls, to in-breeding, etc., stages and practices still instanced by primitive peoples, which mankind had to discard if it wanted to survive. The eighteenth century, through the work of Sade, saw the reductio ad absurdum of the return to Nature, because all the progress of man has consisted in getting further and further away from Nature, in creating an artificial ethical state, in evolving a new standard of values, as artificial as a city is artificial in comparison with the swamp which originally occupied the site. In his defective, unbalanced inner self, Sade was just a throw-back as most abnormal people and criminals are; he thought he was brandishing the torch of reason, it was only a searchlight into the remote den of the early stages of man.

And here is the connecting link between this isolated man, this curious relic of buried and forgotten pre-history, and the humanity of his day and of today. His writings are like the obscene scrawl one reads in a urinal, with the secret innuendo: ‘Hypocrite lecteur, – mon semblable, – mon frère!’7 Because who has not been Sade once in his dreams? So that the deep caves and subterranean passage-ways of the inaccessible castles in which Sade’s heroes stage their preposterous orgies are more than a symbol of his own ‘apartness’, of the isolation of his obsessive images; they are actually the symbol of the cave-man whose voice can be faintly heard in every Mr Earwicker’s dream language, whose actions can at any moment, in the very midst of a civilized metropolis, startle us, in an imaginary Mr Hyde or in a real Mr Christie. And that is why notwithstanding his monotony, his lack of the detachment needed to recreate reality, and of skill in telling his tall stories, his pitiable clichés and ‘philosophical’ platitudes, Sade has been hailed as a unique writer and a great moralist who, in a different way than he thought, has contributed to the progress of enlightenment; he has torn the web of abstractions painfully woven by man through aeons, and presented him with a distorted mirror, which nevertheless contains his disturbing authentic image. He has recorded and made articulate for us the voice of the cave-man, that extinct species which still lingers at the bottom of our souls, and not unfrequently, in these troubled times, comes up to the surface.

Maurice Heine8 advanced the supposition that ‘Monk’ Lewis while in Paris obtained a copy of Sade’s Justine, whose third edition had appeared just then in Cazin’s celebrated collection (1792). Sade’s influence on Lewis seems probable to Heine, but Mrs Radcliffe, in this critic’s view, would not have known him; rather, the reverse is possible, although before 1797 there were no French translations of Mrs Radcliffe’s novels. In his Idée sur les romans, which precedes Les Crimes de l’Amour (1800), Sade thinks Lewis’s The Monk ‘supérieur, sous tous les rapports, aux bizarres élans de la brillante imagination de Radcliffe’.9 One may doubt, however, whether Sade spoke of Mrs Radcliffe more than by hearsay. Anyhow it is curious to see how Sade, in his Idée sur les romans, tried to account for the tale of terror:

Ce genre… devenait le fruit indispensable des secousses révolutionnaires, dont l’Europe entière se ressentait. Pour qui connaissait tous les malheurs dont les méchants peuvent accabler les hommes, le roman devenait assez difficile à faire, que monotone à lire: il n’y avait point d’individu qui n’eût plus éprouvé d’infortunes en quatre ou cinq ans que n’en pouvait peindre en un siècle le plus fameux romancier de la littérature: il fallait donc appeler l’enfer à son secours, pour se composer des titres à l’intérêt, et trouver dans le pays des chimères, ce qu’on savait couramment en ne fouillant que l’histoire de l’homme dans cet âge de fer. Mais que d’inconvénients presentat cette manière d’écrire! L’auteur du Moine ne les a plus évités que Radcliffe; ici nécessairement des deux choses l’une, ou il faut développer le sortilège, et dès lors vous n’interessez plus, ou il ne faut jamais lever le rideau et vous voilà dans la plus affreuse invraisemblance.10

What is chiefly worth noticing is that Lewis, Mrs Radcliffe and Sade belong to the same mental climate, the climate which produced so many incarnations of the theme of the persecuted maiden,11 and found its chief pictorial expression in Goya.

If we take as a starting point for the history of the Gothic novel the external setting, emphasized in the very title of the first of them, The Castle of Otranto, we may feel tempted to see its genesis in the taste for ruins, a category of the picturesque which implied in itself the possibility of sinister developments, since old superstitions (those superstitions which ‘call forth fresh delight to fancy’s view’, according to Collins’s ode on them) believed ruins haunted. Indeed, for centuries ruins had been one of the favourite themes of devotional meditation;12 they inspired the seventeenth-century bizarre painter Monsù Desiderio with his visions or rather stage-settings of lugubrious and catastrophic perspectives, until, in course of time, this strain acquired a deeper and more morbid significance, thanks, as we shall see in a moment, to Piranesi’s Carceri. In the same way as shell-decorated grottoes and follies existed before Rousseau’s Promeneur solitaire, Tempesta and Pomarancio had illustrated various kinds of torments on the walls of Santo Stefano Rotondo in Rome long before the torture chambers of the Marquis de Sade, and the picturesque groupings of ruins in the manner of Paul Brill, and fantastic sceneries in the manner of Agostino Tassi existed before Monsù Desiderio’s ominous vistas.

But what begins as an arabesque, in time breeds teeth and nails, and after having pleasurably tickled the skin, gnaws through the very vitals. Subtle spirits discovered a new sensation in the spectacle of ruins, the thrill caused by beauty threatened and dilapidated, a mixed charm of repulsion and attraction, ‘quell’orror bello che attristando piace’,13 as the Italian poet Ippolito Pindemonte said. In this way those ruins which in the seventeenth century had appealed to people because of the bizarre disorder of their aspect were invested in the eighteenth with vague aspirations towards infinity and the past, towards beauty undermined by death. From being a mere ornament in a garden a mock-Gothic castle became the background against which an idle and morbid mind projected its rêves d’ écha-fauds.

In 1952 a Danish scholar, Jørgen Andersen,14 found that ‘there is a passage still unexplored leading from the Carceri into the strangely echoing vaults of the English Gothic novels’. He found that Piranesi’s architectural settings ‘often answer to Edmund Burke’s analysis of the effect of “infinity and things multiplied without end” – Infinity has a tendency to fill the mind with that sort of delightful horror, which is the most genuine effect and truest test of the sublime’. It is well known that through the Adams, Piranesi’s engraved work acquired a widespread influence on English interior decoration. Although Horace Walpole’s appreciation of Piranesi is not without reserve, a passage in his advertisement to the fourth volume of the Anecdotes of Painting in England (1771) witnesses to his enthusiasm for the Italian engraver, when he advises the English artists to study:

the sublime dream of Piranesi, who seems to have conceived visions of Rome beyond what is boasted even in the meridian of its splendor. Savage as Salvator Rosa – fierce as Michael Angelo, and exuberant as Rubens, he has imagined scenes that would startle geometry, and exhaust the Indies to realize. He piles palaces on bridges, and temples on palaces, and scales Heaven with mountains of edifices. Yet what taste in his boldness! What labour and thought both in his rashness and details.

In the disproportion between Piranesi’s mighty daedalean buildings and his little figures of men at the foot of them, is to be seen the germ of the ruling idea of The Castle of Otranto. But Dr Andersen has discovered a detail which leads to the very core of Walpole’s inspiration: both in a scene of mighty arches and stairs in the Opere varie and in another of the Carceri, there appears a trophy surmounted by a monumental plumed helmet which in one case hangs threateningly over the dwarfed men below. Was it under an impression of such etchings that Walpole had the dream which (according to a letter of 9 March 1765) prompted him to write The Castle of Otranto?

‘I waked one morning in the beginning of last June from a dream, of which all I could recover was, that I thought myself in an ancient castle (a very natural dream for a head filled like mine with Gothic story) and that on the uppermost bannister of a great staircase I saw a gigantic hand in armour. In the evening I sat down and began to write, without knowing in the least what I intended to say or relate.’

In the novel, which appeared in 1765, the hand in armour of the dream has become the gigantic helmet that in Piranesi’s etching dominated the top of a great staircase. Unfortunately the spirit of Piranesi did not assist Walpole beyond the giant dream which opens the novel. There is no more real terror in the story than in Mozart’s Don Giovanni: the idea of the terrible of those eighteenth-century works was of a melodramatic, stagey sort. Walpole’s gigantic helmet and bleeding statue of Alfonso are no more horrifying than the stone effigy of the Commendatore in Mozart’s opera. Leporello’s comical comments are near at hand in the latter case; in The Castle of Otranto the answers of the silly frightened servants Diego and Jaquez to Manfred provide a similar sort of comic relief to the appalling apparition of the helmet. Of course Don Giovanni is a dramma giocoso and Walpole’s aim was nothing of this kind, but there is no atmosphere of suspense and horror in the castle which, like Strawberry Hill, is only rococo in a Gothic disguise. Men had travelled far into the arts of evoking terror by the time of Mrs Shelley; there is a real sense of obsession in Frankenstein. Of the three panels of the polyptic which is offered in this volume, Walpole’s Gothic, Beckford’s exotic, and Mary Shelley’s alpine and polar one, the Gothic panel is decidedly the weakest.

However, the merit of Walpole is to have first divined a potential source of the literary marvellous in the Carceri. The description of the secret passage through which Isabella hurries, calls those etchings to mind:

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.

The hold of Piranesi’s fantastic architectures on Beckford is even more manifest. In his Dreams, Walking Thoughts and Incidents (1783), Piranesi comes to his mind on his way to Bonn:

I kept gazing at the azure irregular mountains which bounded the view, and in thought was already transported to their summits. Vast and wild were the prospects I surveyed from this imaginary exaltation, and innumerable the chimeras which trotted in my brain. Mounted on these fantastic quadrupeds, I shot visibly from rock to rock, and built castles in the style of Piranesi, upon most of their pinnacles. The magnificence and variety of my aërial towers hindered my thinking the way long.

Even more haunting is Piranesi’s presence in Venice in the vicinity of the Piombi:

I left the courts, and stepping into my bark was rowed down a canal over which the lofty vaults of the palace cast a tremendous shade. Beneath these fatal waters the dungeons I have also been speaking of are situated… I shuddered whilst passing below [a marble bridge]; and believe it is not without cause, this structure is named Ponte dei Sospiri. Horrors and dismal prospects haunted my fancy upon my return. I could not dine in peace, so strongly was my imagination affected; but snatching my pencil, I drew chasms, and subterranean hollows, the domain of fear and torture, with chains, racks, wheels, and dreadful engines in the style of Piranesi.

The vast ruins and royal sepulchres of Istakar in Vathek seem inspired by the Carceri:

On the right rose the watch-towers, ranged before the ruins of an immense palace, whose walls were embossed with various figures. In front stood forth the colossal forms of four creatures, composed of the leopard and the griffin, and though but of stone, inspired emotions of terror.

So much had Piranesi’s Carceri penetrated the spirit of the Gothic tales, that when De Quincey evoked them in a famous passage of the Confessions of an English Opiumeater he gave them a ‘Gothic’ character:

Many years ago, when I was looking over Piranesi’s Antiquities of Rome, Coleridge, then standing by, described to me a set of plates from that artist, called his Dreams, and which record the scenery of his own visions during the delirium of a fever. Some of these (I describe only from memory of Coleridge’s account) represented vast Gothic halls, on the floor of which stood mighty engines and machinery, wheels, cables, catapults, etc., expressive of enormous power put forth, or resistance overcome. Creeping along the sides of the walls, you perceived a staircase; and upon this, groping his way upwards was Piranesi himself. Follow the stairs a little farther, and you perceive them reaching an abrupt termination, without any balustrade, and allowing no step onwards to him who should reach the extremity, except into the depth below. Whatever is to become of poor Piranesi, at least you suppose that his labours must now in some way terminate. But raise your eyes, and behold a second flight of stairs still higher, on which again Piranesi is perceived, by this time standing on the very brink of the abyss. Once again elevate your eye, and a still more aërial flight is descried; and there, again, is the delirious Piranesi, busy on his aspiring labours: and so on, until the unfinished stairs and the hopeless Piranesi are lost in the upper gloom of the hall.

De Quincey grafts into Piranesi’s etchings not only the Gothic strain but also a topos as ancient as Silius Italicus, who in the third book of his poem on the second Punic War speaks of the marching soldiers of Hannibal, who, having overcome a first mountain range, see another rise in front of them, and think they will never come to an end of their labours; a topos taken up by Pope in his Essay on Criticism in an image which Doctor Johnson proclaimed the most beautiful that ever appeared in English. In De Quincey, however, Piranesi’s spiral stairs become the symbol of an anxiety which condensed the spirit of the Gothic tales and transmitted it to the French romantics.15 Indeed, an anxiety with no possibility of escape is the main theme of the Gothic tales, and if The Castle of Otranto concludes with a conventional anagnorisis and a second-best marriage, there is no redemption at the end of the other two tales included in the present volume.

Perhaps the last biographer of Beckford, Marc Chadourne,16 who has been able to utilize André Parreaux’s standard work,17 sees in Beckford a depth of engagement of which he had no capacity, for his soul was essentially a dilettante’s. But how many anticipations there are in him, if one considers him in retrospect! A first impression of Vathek is of a pastiche of the Arabian Nights and of Voltaire’s Contes philosophiques. Voltaire considered these just a trifle, while they are one of his major titles to fame; there is no reason to think that Beckford considered in a different way his Oriental story, in which enormous cruelties assume the ludicrous aspect of those in Voltaire’s stories. The general impression is of an arabesque, a scherzo, a scenario in the manner of Loutherbourg. Vathek’s murderous eye, the pact with the Powers of Darkness, the intervention of good angels under disguise (the episode of the shepherd with his magic flute), the torments of the damned (the burning heart seen through the crystal transparency of the breast), the admixture of the marvellous, the repulsive, the cruel and the grotesque, generally associated with the idea of the Orient, all these elements were known to the European tradition before Beckford. But if you consider Vathek in relation to the ferments seething at the end of the century, you soon discover to your surprise that this gay and gruesome scenario of Beckford lends itself to tempting parallels.

Chadourne sees the Hall of Eblis in the light of Sartre’s Huis-clos:

Leur huis-clos souterrain n’est que le prolongement, ’approfondissement de leur experience terrestre par-delà le bien et le mal… Dans l’ombre souterraine comme au soleil des vivants, en bas comme en haut, dedans comme dehors, la méme histoire toujours continue: la passion se change en dégoût, le bien engendre le mal, les amants qui s’étaient juré une éternité d’amour sont condamnés à se haìr et, la main sur le coeur, comme les ambitieux, les rebelles, les assoiffés de connaissances, à rèpèter: ‘je souffre’. Notre enfer n’est qu’en ce monde; il n’est pas seulement les autres, il est en nous. A toute espérance il faut dire adieu. Telle paraît étre, de Vathek au dernier des Épisodes, l’idée centrale, le noeud des thèmes du cycle. N’entrevoir en ces ‘Contes arabes’ que des licences de Mille et une Nuits plus au mains roses, plus ou moins noires – inspirées par la lecture des Mille et une Nuits, de traités de magie, de la Bibliothèque orientale de d’Herbelot, à un jeune Anglais polyglotte, imaginatif, voltairianisé à seize ans par ‘le vieux squelette aux yeux d’escarboucles’ de Ferney, – ce serait s’interdire de pénétrer aux profondeurs où Beckford a conduit ses premiers lecteurs: Byron, Disraeli, Edgar Poe.18

According to Chadourne, whatever was light and Voltairian in the early part of the tale vanishes at the very moment when Vathek and Nourinahar descend by torchlight the marble steps which lead to the palace of subterranean fire, when the Giaour has opened the ebony gate to take them to the presence of Eblis. Then ‘the pen one had thought Voltairian is dipped into blacker and blacker ink: it is the pen of Edgar Poe, of Baudelaire, of Lautréamont’.

And as the shadow of the Divine Marquis hovered on these latter, do not we find in Beckford’s own life striking parallels to Justine, not to mention Les liaisons dangereuses? Nourinahar’s name in real life was Louisa, the wife of Beckford’s cousin, Vathek – William himself, and Louisa in her letters calls him her infernal beloved, who knows how to speak of crimes gloriously; she compares him to a new Lucifer, she feels ripe for any criminal undertaking he may suggest, and miserable to have but a little victim (William Courtenay, ‘Kitty’, her five-years-old son) to sacrifice on his altar. It needs a good amount of naïveté to conclude with Guy Chapman19 about the scandal, that ‘the link is not, I believe, homosexual passion’! Chadourne seems closer to the real background of Vathek when he writes:20

C’est donc bien dans les transes de voluptés sacrilèges que Vathek a jailli, l’oeil en flamme, de sa longue incubation, que le grand Hall égyptien de Splendens [where the memorable orgy took place] embaumé de vapeurs d’aloès s’est mué en Hall d’Eblis, que le dieu de cet empire souterrain s’est profilé avec la figure d’un jeune homme de vingt ans dont les traits nobles et réguliers semblaient avoir été flétris par des vapeurs malignes.21

No wonder Byron called Vathek his Bible (as Oscar Wilde might have called Huysmans’s A rebours his own Bible). And not only Byron’s career, but even the career of Wilde is anticipated by the scandal centring on the trio Beckford–Louisa–William Courtenay. However the aristocracy in Beckford’s time was still powerful enough to hush a scandal, and Beckford was only obliged to leave the country and suffer the destiny of the Wandering Jew. Henceforth his life took a less turbulent course, and his Journal in Portugal and Spain for the years 1787–8822 is typical of the eighteenth century in its vivacity and sense of intrigue. The background of a bigoted, pompous and decadent society, with debauched and tobacco-snuffing ecclesiastics, weak and demented sovereigns, angelically singing castrati, fireworks, chinoiseries, interminable ceremonies, sweetmeats of nuns, and ulcerous beggars, well might inspire an opera like Auden’s and Stravinsky’s The Rake’s Progress. Against this background the ci-devant Lucifer Vathek softens into a figure of Watteau or Mozart, or – if we want a modern reference – of Ronald Firbank (indeed more than once that Journal calls to mind the Eccentricities of Cardinal Pirelli). Beckford had sublimated his passion for ‘Kitty’ into an adoration of Saint Anthony who is always represented either kneeling before, or hugging to his breast, the Infant Jesus. Portuguese music went straight to his heart with its plaintive and passionate cadences:

I went to the Martires – he writes on 26 November 1787 – to hear the famous Matins of Perez and the Dead Mass of Jommelli performed by all the principal musicians of the Royal Chapel, for the repose of the souls of their predecessors. Such august, such affecting music I never heard and perhaps may never hear again, for the flame of devout enthusiasm burns dim in almost every part of Europe and threatens total extinction in a very few years. As yet it glows at Lisbon and produced this day the most striking musical expression.

Also Beckford, for all his anticipations of Byron, Baudelaire and Wilde, remained one of the most striking expressions of something which, within a few years, would have become extinct in Europe. When, as an old man, he used to ride in the streets of Bath dressed in the style that had been in fashion when he had begun the building of Fonthill, with two grooms riding in front and one behind, and sometimes accompanied also by the dwarf, Piero, on a little grey pony, people would point him out as the relic of a fabulously remote age, the time of feudal aristocracy. He was an eccentric, like the Prince of Palagonia, who had peopled his villa at Bagheria with a crowd of quaint monsters of stone, and would pace the main street of Palermo – as Goethe saw him – solemnly, in court dress, well powdered and groomed, his hat under his arm, with elegant shoes whose buckles were studded with precious stones, preceded by a messenger carrying a silver salver to collect ransom-money for the Christians enslaved by the Saracens.

We are prepared to accept any improbability from Vathek, because it partakes of the nature of a fairy tale. We no more question the power of the Caliph’s murderous eye than we would the capacity of angels to fly with a breast-bone ridiculously disproportionate to the magnitude of their wings. But Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, though it surpasses the other two Gothic stories in its capacity of stirring our sense of horror, has a fundamental weakness which seriously hampers the suspense of disbelief. In the fourth chapter we read that ‘after days and nights of incredible labour and fatigue’, the narrator has ‘succeeded in discovering the cause of generation and life’, nay more, he has become himself ‘capable of bestowing animation upon lifeless matter’. He then addresses his friend thus:

I see by your eagerness, and the wonder and hope which your eyes express, my friend, that you expect to be informed of the secret with which I am acquainted; that cannot be: listen patiently until the end of my story, and you will easily perceive why I am reserved upon that subject. I will not lead you on, unguarded and ardent as I then was, to your destruction and infallible misery. Learn from me, if not by my precepts, at least by my example, how dangerous is the acquirement of knowledge.

Thus the manner of animating lifeless matter must be kept secret, but is the reader content with this blunt statement? Generally authors of pseudo-scientific novels try to lift the veil, be it only for a moment. So does M. P. Shiel in The Purple Cloud, a novel which appeared nearly a century later than Mrs Shelley’s; so does his contemporary H. G. Wells, and so did Verne. In his study on ‘Mary Shelley’s Notes on Shelley’s Poems and ‘Frankenstein’,23 F. D. Fleck has called attention to ‘Mary’s continual emphasis upon Shelley’s love of abstraction‘, and to the fact that ‘Frankenstein contains in an imaginative form her criticism of Shelley’. Certainly Frankenstein has many traits of young Shelley who also tried to pry into the hidden laws of Nature. The Shelleys had been reading Vathek in 1815 and they could not miss the hint at Vathek’s ‘insolent desire to penetrate the secrets of heaven’. The parallel passages from the novel and Alastor (1816), ll. 23–29, quoted by Fleck, seem indicative enough:

  I have made my bed
In charnels and on coffins, where black death
Keeps record of the trophies won from thee,
Hoping to still these obstinate questionings
Of thee and thine, by forcing some lone ghost
Thy messenger, to render up the tale
Of what we are.

Frankenstein also pursues his researches in churchyards (Chapter IV):

Darkness had no effect upon my fancy; and a churchyard was to me merely the receptacle of bodies deprived of life, which, from being the seat of beauty and strength, had become food for the worm. Now I was led to examine the cause and progress of this decay, and forced to spend days and nights in vaults and charnel-houses. My attention was fixed upon every object the most insupportable to the delicacy of the human feelings. I saw how the fine form of man was degraded and wasted, I beheld the corruption of death succeed to the blossoming cheek of life, I saw how the worm inherited the wonders of the eye and brain… I pursued nature to her hiding-places. Who shall conceive the horrors of my secret toil, as I dabbled among the unhallowed damps of the grave, or tortured the living animal to animate the lifeless clay? My limbs now tremble and my eyes swim with the remembrance; but then a resistless, and almost frantic, impulse urged me forward, I seemed to have lost all soul of sensation but for this one pursuit. It was indeed but a passing trance, that only made me feel with renewed acuteness so soon as, the unnatural stimulus ceasing to operate, I had returned to my old habits. I collected bones from charnel-houses; and disturbed, with profane fingers, the tremendous secrets of the human frame. In a solitary chamber, or rather cell, at the top of the house, and separated from all the other apartments by a gallery and staircase, I kept my workshop of filthy creation: my eyeballs were starting from their sockets in attending to the details of my employment.

This is a mere expansion of Shelley’s verse passage, but although Mrs Shelley has emphasized the Gothic horror of the quest, her grasp on reality is none the stronger. In the same way as Dickens, notwithstanding the wealth of adjectives at his command, in describing the London underworld never defines precisely the more repellent objects, but resorts to generic terms (such as: dirt, foul, impurity, filthy odours, etc.), Mrs Shelley uses words denoting the narrator’s reaction to the materials of his experiments (‘objects the most insupportable to the delicacy of the human feelings’), but never describes the objects themselves or the manner of the unholy operations.

The artificial creation of a human being had been the dream of centuries, but the problem was particularly alive in the eighteenth century and Goethe voiced it in the Homunculus in the second part of Faust which, however, was begun only in 1826, whereas Frankenstein was published in 1818. Sources have been pointed out,24 in Godwin’s novels, in Madame de Genlis’s Pygmalion et Galatée, not to speak of Paradise Lost; Condillac may have contributed his psychological sensationalism, Locke was meticulously read by Mrs Shelley through December 1816 and January 1817. Nobody, however, seems to have pointed out that a famous experiment in the creation of the artificial man had been tried in France. Jacques Vaucanson, who had constructed three famous automata, which had been shown throughout Europe and also in London (in 1742), a flute player, a drummer, and a digesting duck (Canard digérateur), is supposed to have been asked by Louis XV in 1739, whether he would be able to show in the same way the circulation of the blood. He then applied himself to ‘construire une figure automate qui imitera dans ses mouvements les opérations animales, la circulation du sang, la respiration, la digestion, le jeu des muscles, tendons, nerfs, etc’.25 Vaucanson was not alone in his experiment; at the same time a physiocrat, François Quesnay, who had a no less keen interest in the problem of blood-circulation than in that of the circulation of wealth, a great minister, H. Jean-Baptiste Bertin, who was open to all curious inventions, and a surgeon, Claude-Nicolas Le Cat, pursued the same aim. Le Cat spoke of his own project at the inaugural session of the Rouen Académie des Sciences et Belles-Lettres, on 17 November 1744. The title of his Memoir runs: Dissertation sur un homme artificiel dans lequel on verrait plusieurs phénomènes de l’homme vivant. A contemporary report says that ‘son automate aura respiration, circulation, quasidigestion, secrétion et chile, coeur, poulmons, foye et vessie, et, Dieu nous le pardonne, tout ce qui s’ensuit. Mais il aura la fièvre, on le saignera, on le purgera, et il ressemblera trop à un homme!’26 The report of the secretary of the Academy adds that the automaton would have even ‘la parole même et l’articulation des mots, le tout par le moyen d’un nombre infini de grands et petits ressorts et de contrepoids’.27

Jean-Baptiste Rodier, who frequented Vaucanson’s workshop (l’ Hôtel de Mortagne), maintains that in 1762 he saw there an automaton showing the blood-circulation. But trouble arose with the material of the conduits imitating the veins and arteries; tin proving unsatisfactory, someone thought of the recently discovered ductile properties of rubber, and a number of attempts were made to import this from Guyana in such a way that it would keep those properties; but it turned out that it was necessary to use rubber in its fresh state on the spot, and to this effect it was planned to construct the automaton there, but although the king himself had approved and ordered the expedition, the delays were such that Vaucanson became disgusted and the project came to nothing.

Attempts to reproduce the human voice were also made, a problem which in the seventeenth century had seemed almost sacrilegious. By the end of that century there spread throughout Germany a tale of Jews able to create Golems, or false likenesses of people. The famous Jesuit Anthanasius Kircher and others dreamed of harmonic machines capable of doing better than the speaking head attributed to Albertus Magnus (who by the way is mentioned among the books read by Frankenstein). A materialist philosopher, Julien de La Mettrie, in his L’homme machine (Leyden, 1746) exhorted Vaucanson to construct a parleur, ‘machine qui ne peut plus être regardée comme impossible surtout entre les mains d’un nouveau Prométhée’.28 And Jean Blanchet in his Principes phihsophiques (1756) felt bold enough to indicate how to proceed for the construction of such an automaton, which would be capable ‘de chanter, non seulement les airs les plus brillants, mais encore les plus beaux vers’.29 He concluded: ‘Voilà un phénomène qui demanderait toute l’ invention et l’industrie des Archimède, ou bien des Vaucanson, et qui étonnerait toute l’Europe sçavante’30

All these attempts seem rather to belong to the prehistory of cybernetics than to the sources of Mrs Shelley’s Gothic novel. One wonders however whether those French precedents of the artificial man were at least mentioned in the conversation at Villa Diodati in 1816, when Polidori and Shelley talked about ‘principles – whether man was to be thought merely an instrument’, the primal source of life, Erasmus Darwin’s theories, and galvanism, a discussion which may have given Mrs Shelley the idea of her novel. To be on the safe side, one should adopt Burton R. Pollin’s view, that ‘in the absence of further evidence it must be assumed that her tale first took the shape of her hideous dream, described in the preface, just before Shelley and Byron departed on their tour of Lake Leman, 23 June to 1 July’. We think, however, that the similarity of the Frankenstein theme to the attempts made in France to create an artificial man, may not be due to a mere coincidence; and we think also that the affinity of the theme of the innocent maiden accused of murdering a child, thanks to the infernal guile of the monster, to the fate of Sade’s virtuous women cannot be coincidence either, the more so since the name of the innocent woman imprisoned, tried and executed, is none other than Justine.31 Mrs Shelley’s dream had been inspired by a passage she had read in Erasmus Darwin who, like the French scientists and makers of automata, was experimenting in the artificial creation of life. It is to be noticed that Walpole also claimed that a dream inspired his The Castle of Otranto.

There are in Frankenstein echoes of Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient Mariner,32 witness the very appearance of the narrator (‘his lustrous eyes dwell on me with all their melancholy sweetness’, says Walton in the fourth preliminary letter), and the polar regions through which the last mad pursuit takes place; and certainly the image of the wounded deer in Chapter IX was inspired by William Cowper’s famous passage (The Task, III, 108–20).33 There are also anticipations of Poe’s Imp of the Perverse (‘Chance or rather the evil influence, the Angel of Destruction, which asserted omnipotent sway over me from the moment I turned my reluctant steps from my father’s door – led me first to Mr Kempe, professor of natural philosophy’), and even of Ahab’s pursuit of Moby Dick in Frankenstein’s relentless, Heaven-assigned chase of the monster. So that for the far-reaching implications of the main theme and for the grandiose scenery through which the mad chase takes place, Mrs Shelley’s novel ranks as the greatest achievement of the Gothic school, notwithstanding its frequent clichés of phrasing and situation and the occasionally disarming naïveté. Because the way in which the monster acquires a remarkable degree of education, to the point of reading Paradise Lost, Plutarch’s Lives, and the Sorrows of Werther, and of quoting Milton in his speeches (‘Evil thenceforth became my good’, ‘It presented to me as exquisite and divine a retreat as Pandaemonium appeared to the daemons of hell after their suffering in the lake of fire’, etc.), is a no less serious obstacle to the suspension of disbelief than the manner in which the monster is contrived by Frankenstein out of dead limbs.

There are in the novel all the elements of a good film, whatever one thinks of the one which was actually made; witness the very spectacular end, which reads like the script for a regular Hollywood finale:

He sprang from the cabin-window, as he said this, upon the ice-raft which lay close to the vessel. He was soon borne away by the waves and lost in darkness and distance.

Indeed, it was reserved for the film of our day to realize successfully effects34 that the horror novelists tried to achieve, but crudely, so crudely indeed that they easily lent themselves to Jane Austen’s and Thomas Love Peacock’s satires. Can we refrain from smiling if we try with Dr Jane Lundblad35 to recapitulate the principal traits of the tale of terror? An introductory story in order to produce an old manuscript where the happenings are written down, a Gothic castle forming a gloomy background with its secret corridors and labyrinthine network of subterranean passages, a mysterious crime frequently connected with illicit or incestuous love, and perpetrated by a person in holy orders, a villain (as a rule an Italian or a Spaniard) who has pledged himself to the devil, who finally hurls him into the abyss; ghosts, witches and sorcerers, nature conspiring to effects of terror and wonder, portraits endowed with a mysterious life, statues which suddenly are seen to bleed… all the paraphernalia and clichés which recur in the novels of the present volume and in other influential tales of terror (The Monk; The Mysteries of Udolpho; Melmoth the Wanderer, to mention only the chief ones) the effects of which were likely, we would imagine, to wear thin before long, owing to their mechanical repetition. Do not we seem to catch Beckford himself smiling when he makes Carathis declare: ‘I myself have a great desire to… visit the subterranean palace, which no doubt contains whatever can interest persons like us; there is nothing so pleasing as retiring to caverns; my taste for dead bodies and every thing like mummy is decided’?

The miracle is, instead, that the spell of such bugbears lasted so long. Perhaps because, as Charles Lamb remarked,36 ‘Gorgons, and Hydras, and Chimaeras – dire stories of Celaeno and the Harpies – may reproduce themselves in the brain of superstition – but they were there before. They are transcripts, types – the archetypes are in us, and eternal.’ This is why the vampire still fascinates the cinema audience. Although the literary quality of the tales of terror is not very high, we must agree with Dr Lundblad that the Gothic romance grew into one of the most powerful currents in the general literature of the nineteenth century. Without exaggeration, the assertion may be made that no form of novel-writing has ever been as productive as the novel of terror and wonder. Its influence can be traced in E. T. A. Hoffmann, Tieck, La Motte-Fouqué, Spiess, Nodier, Gautier, the young Balzac, Brockden Brown, Poe, Hawthorne, and even Manzoni. Balzac, Baudelaire and Rossetti, among others, were admirers of Maturin who in Melmoth the Wanderer (1820) produced the synthesis of all the themes of the ‘tales of terror’ school, and in one of its episodes, a long story of a forced monastic vow derived from Diderot’s La religieuse, showed a subtlety of penetration into the terrors of the soul such as is elsewhere only found in Poe.

Like the novels of the Marquis de Sade with which, as we have said, they had curious affinities, the Gothic tales were a powerful underground current (not, however, so concealed) in nineteenth-century fiction.

MARIO PRAZ
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BOOKS ON THE INDIVIDUAL AUTHORS

Walpole’s Selected and Collected Letters are edited by W. S. Lewis. The most recent books on Beckford are Beckford by G. Chapman (1952) and The Caliph of Fonthill by H. A. N. Brockman (1956). Mary Shelley’s Letters (1944) and Journal (1947) are edited by F. L. Jones; other information is to be found in Shelley, Godwin and their Circle (1951) by N. H. Brailsford and Child of Light (1951) by Muriel Spark.

GENERAL CRITICAL WORKS

The relevant Volumes in the Oxford History of English Literature are Volume 9 (1789–1815) by W. L. Renwick (1968), and Volume 10 (1815–32) by Ian Jack (1968); they contain full bibliographies. The Gothic Novel genre is examined by E. Birkhead in The Tale of Terror (1921); J. M. S. Tomkins places the Gothic Novel in its literary context in The Popular Novel in England 1770–1800 (1932); and Louis James examines its Early Victorian decadence in ‘Fiction for the Working Man 1830–50’ (1963). The European context is examined by Mario Praz in The Romantic Agony (1933, Fontana Paperback 1960), and Kenneth Clark discusses Strawberry Hill and Fonthill Abbey in The Gothic Revival (1928, Pelican Books 1964).




A NOTE ON THE TEXTS
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THIS text of The Castle of Otranto, which was first published in 1765, is that in The Works of Horatio Walpole, Earl of Orford, Volume 2, of 1798; it contains the author’s final revisions. Vathek was written in French and first published in English in Samuel Henley’s translation of 1786; this text is the fourth revised and corrected edition of that translation, of 1823. The text of Frankenstein, which was first published in 1818, is that of 1831, issued as the ninth in a series of Standard Novels and published by Colburn and Bentley; it contains the author’s final revisions.

The heavy punctuation of Vathek and Frankenstein has frequently been omitted or lightened, and unnecessary dashes have been left out of Vathek.

P. F.

Facsimile of the title page of the first edition
of The Castle of Otranto
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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

[image: image]

THE following work was found in the library of an ancient catholic family in the north of England. It was printed at Naples, in the black letter, in the year 1529. How much sooner it was written does not appear. The principal incidents are such as were believed in the darkest ages of christianity; but the language and conduct have nothing that savours of barbarism. The style is the purest Italian. If the story was written near the time when it is supposed to have happened, it must have been between 1095, the æra of the first crusade, and 1243, the date of the last, or not long afterwards. There is no other circumstance in the work that can lead us to guess at the period in which the scene is laid: the names of the actors are evidently fictitious, and probably disguised on purpose: yet the Spanish names of the domestics seem to indicate that this work was not composed until the establishment of the Arragonian kings in Naples had made Spanish appellations familiar in that country. The beauty of the diction, and the zeal of the author, [moderated however by singular judgment] concur to make me think that the date of the composition was little antecedent to that of the impression. Letters were then in their most flourishing state in Italy, and contributed to dispel the empire of superstition, at that time so forcibly attacked by the reformers. It is not unlikely that an artful priest might endeavour to turn their own arms on the innovators; and might avail himself of his abilities as an author to confirm the populace in their ancient errors and superstitions. If this was his view, he has certainly acted with signal address. Such a work as the following would enslave a hundred vulgar minds beyond half the books of controversy that have been written from the days of Luther to the present hour.

The solution of the author’s motives is however offered as a mere conjecture. Whatever his views were, or whatever effects the execution of them might have, his work can only be laid before the public at present as a matter of entertainment. Even as such, some apology for it is necessary. Miracles, visions, necromancy, dreams, and other preternatural events, are exploded now even from romances. That was not the case when our author wrote; much less when the story itself is supposed to have happened. Belief in every kind of prodigy was so established in those dark ages, that an author would not be faithful to the manners of the times who should omit all mention of them. He is not bound to believe them himself, but he must represent his actors as believing them.

If this air of the miraculous is excused, the reader will find nothing else unworthy of his perusal. Allow the possibility of the facts, and all the actors comport themselves as persons would do in their situation. There is no bombast, no similies, flowers, digressions, or unnecessary descriptions. Every thing tends directly to the catastrophe. Never is the reader’s attention relaxed. The rules of the drama are almost observed throughout the conduct of the piece. The characters are well drawn, and still better maintained. 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.

Some persons may perhaps think the characters of the domestics too little serious for the general cast of the story; but besides their opposition to the principal personages, the art of the author is very observable in his conduct of the subalterns. They discover many passages essential to the story, which could not well be brought to light but by their naïveté and simplicity: in particular, the womanish terror and foibles of Bianca, in the last chapter, conduce essentially towards advancing the catastrophe.

It is natural for a translator to be prejudiced in favour of his adopted work. More impartial readers may not be so much struck with the beauties of this piece as I was. Yet I am not blind to my author’s defects. I could wish he had grounded his plan on a more useful moral than this; that the sins of fathers are visited on their children to the third and fourth generation. I doubt whether in his time, any more than at present, ambition curbed its appetite of dominion from the dread of so remote a punishment. And yet this moral is weakened by that less direct insinuation, that even such anathema may be diverted by devotion to saint Nicholas. Here the interest of the monk plainly gets the better of the judgment of the author. However, with all its faults, I have no doubt but the English reader will be pleased with a sight of this performance. The piety that reigns throughout, the lessons of virtue that are inculcated, and the rigid purity of the sentiments, exempt this work from the censure to which romances are but too liable. Should it meet with the success I hope for, I may be encouraged to re-print the original Italian, though it will tend to depreciate my own labour. Our language falls far short of the charms of the Italian, both for variety and harmony. The latter is peculiarly excellent for simple narrative. It is difficult in English to relate without falling too low or rising too high; a fault obviously occasioned by the little care taken to speak pure language in common conversation. Every Italian or Frenchman of any rank piques himself on speaking his own tongue correctly and with choice. I cannot flatter myself with having done justice to my author in this respect; his style is as elegant as his conduct of the passions is masterly. It is pity that he did not apply his talents to what they were evidently proper for, the theatre.

I will detain the reader no longer but to make one short remark. Though the machinery is invention, and the names of the actors imaginary, I cannot but believe that the groundwork of the story is founded on truth. The scene is undoubtedly laid in some real castle. The author seems frequently, without design, to describe particular parts. The chamber, says he, on the right hand; the door on the left hand; the distance from the chapel to Conrad’s apartment: these and other passages are strong presumptions that the author had some certain building in his eye. Curious persons, who have leisure to employ in such researches, may possibly discover in the Italian writers the foundation on which our author has built. If a catastrophe, at all resembling that which he described, is believed to have given rise to this work, it will contribute to interest the reader, and will make The Castle of Otranto a still more moving story.

PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION
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THE favourable manner in which this little piece has been received by the public, calls upon the author to explain the grounds on which he composed it. But before he opens those motives, it is fit that he should ask pardon of his readers for having offered his work to them under the borrowed personage of a translator. As diffidence of his own abilities, and the novelty of the attempt, were his sole inducements to assume that disguise, he flatters himself he shall appear excusable. He resigned his performance to the impartial judgment of the public; determined to let it perish in obscurity, if disapproved; nor meaning to avow such a trifle, unless better judges should pronounce that he might own it without a blush.

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. Invention has not been wanting; but the great resources of fancy have been dammed up, by a strict adherence to common life. But if in the latter species Nature has cramped imagination, she did but take her revenge, having been totally excluded from old romances. The actions, sentiments, conversations, of the heroes and heroines of ancient days were as unnatural as the machines employed to put them in motion.

The author of the following pages thought it possible to reconcile the two kinds. Desirous of leaving the powers of fancy at liberty to expatiate through the boundless realms of invention, and thence of creating more interesting situations, he wished to conduct the mortal agents in his drama according to the rules of probability; in short, to make them think, speak and act, as it might be supposed mere men and women would do in extraordinary positions. He had observed, that in all inspired writings, the personages under the dispensation of miracles, and witnesses to the most stupendous phoenomena, never lose sight of their human character: whereas in the productions of romantic story, an improbable event never fails to be attended by an absurd dialogue. The actors seem to lose their senses the moment the laws of nature have lost their tone. As the public have applauded the attempt, the author must not say he was entirely unequal to the task he had undertaken: yet if the new route he has struck out shall have paved a road for men of brighter talents, he shall own with pleasure and modesty, that he was sensible the plan was capable of receiving greater embellishments than his imagination or conduct of the passions could bestow on it.

With regard to the deportment of the domestics, on which I have touched in the former preface, I will beg leave to add a few words. The simplicity of their behaviour, almost tending to excite smiles, which at first seem not consonant to the serious cast of the work, appeared to me not only not improper, but was marked designedly in that manner. My rule was nature. However grave, important, or even melancholy, the sensations of princes and heroes may be, they do not stamp the same affections on their domestics: at least the latter do not, or should not be made to express their passions in the same dignified tone. In my humble opinion, the contrast between the sublime of the one, and the naïveté of the other, sets the pathetic of the former in a stronger light. The very impatience which a reader feels, while delayed by the coarse pleasantries of vulgar actors from arriving at the knowledge of the important catastrophe he expects, perhaps heightens, certainly proves that he has been artfully interested in, the depending event. But I had higher authority than my own opinion for this conduct. That great master of nature, Shakespeare, was the model I copied. Let me ask if his tragedies of Hamlet and Julius Caesar would not lose a considerable share of their spirit and wonderful beauties, if the humour of the grave-diggers, the fooleries of Polonius, and the clumsy jests of the Roman citizens were omitted, or vested in heroics? Is not the eloquence of Antony, the nobler and affectedly–unaffected oration of Brutus, artificially exalted by the rude bursts of nature from the mouths of their auditors? These touches remind one of the Grecian sculptor, who, to convey the idea of a Colossus within the dimensions of a seal, inserted a little boy measuring his thumb.

No, says Voltaire in his edition of Corneille, this mixture of buffoonery and solemnity is intolerable – Voltaire is a genius* – but not of Shakespeare’s magnitude. Without recurring to disputable authority, I appeal from Voltaire to himself. I shall not avail myself of his former encomiums on our mighty poet; though the French critic has twice translated the same speech in Hamlet, some years ago in admiration, latterly in derision; and I am sorry to find that his judgement grows weaker, when it ought to be farther matured. But I shall make use of his own words, delivered on the general topic of the theatre, when he was neither thinking to recommend or decry Shakespeare’s practice; consequently at a moment when Voltaire was impartial. In the preface to his Enfant prodigue,1 that exquisite piece of which I declare my admiration, and which, should I live twenty years longer, I trust I should never attempt to ridicule, he has these words, speaking of comedy, [but equally applicable to tragedy, if tragedy is, as surely it ought to be, a picture of human life; nor can I conceive why occasional pleasantry ought more to be banished from the tragic scene, than pathetic seriousness from the comic] On y voit un melange de serieux et de plaisanterie, de comique et de touchant; souvent même une seule avanture produit tous ces contrastes. Rien n’est si commun qu’une maison dans laquelle un pere gronde, une fille occupée de sa passion pleure; le fils se moque des deux, et quelques parens prennent part differemment à la scene, &c. Nous n’inferons pas de là que toute comedie doive avoir des scenes de bouffonnerie et des scenes attendrissantes: il y a beaucoup de tres bonnes pieces où il ne regne que de la gayeté; d’autres toutes serieuses; d’autres melangées: d’autres où l’attendrissement va jusques aux larmes: il ne faut donner l’exclusion à aucun genre: et si l’on me demandoit, quel genre est le meilleur, je repondrois, celui qui est le mieux traité.2 Surely if a comedy may be toute serieuse,3 tragedy may now and then, soberly, be indulged in a smile. Who shall proscribe it? Shall the critic, who in self-defence declares that no kind ought to be excluded from comedy, give laws to Shakespeare?

I am aware that the preface from whence I have quoted these passages does not stand in monsieur de Voltaire’s name, but in that of his editor; yet who doubts that the editor and author were the same person? Or where is the editor, who has so happily possessed himself of his author’s style and brilliant ease of argument? These passages were indubitably the genuine sentiments of that great writer. In his epistle to Maffei prefixed to his Merope, he delivers almost the same opinion, though I doubt with a little irony. I will repeat his words, and then give my reason for quoting them. After translating a passage in Maffei’s Merope, monsieur de Voltaire adds, Tous ces traits sont naïfs: tout y est convenable à ceux que vous introduisez sur la scene, et aux mœurs que vous leur donnez. Ces familiarités naturelles eussent été, à ce que je crois, bien reçues dans Athenes; mais Paris et notre parterre veulent une autre espece de simplicité.4 I doubt, I say, whether there is not a grain of sneer in this and other passages of that epistle; yet the force of truth is not damaged by being tinged with ridicule. Maffei was to represent a Grecian story: surely the Athenians were as competent judges of Grecian manners, and of the propriety of introducing them, as the parterre5 of Paris. On the contrary, says Voltaire [and I cannot but admire his reasoning] there were but ten thousand citizens at Athens, and Paris has near eight hundred thousand inhabitants, among whom one may reckon thirty thousand judges of dramatic works. – Indeed! – But allowing so numerous a tribunal, I believe this is the only instance in which it was ever pretended that thirty thousand persons, living near two thousand years after the æera in question, were, upon the mere face of the poll, declared better judges than the Grecians themselves of what ought to be the manners of a tragedy written on a Grecian story.

I will not enter into a discussion of the espece de simplicité,6 which the parterre of Paris demands, nor of the shackles with which the thirty thousand judges have cramped their poetry, the chief merit of which, as I gather from repeated passages in The New Commentary on Corneille, consists in vaulting in spite of those fetters; a merit which, if true, would reduce poetry from the lofty effort of imagination, to a puerile and most contemptible labour – difficiles nugœ7 with a witness! I cannot help however mentioning a couplet, which to my English ears always sounded as the flattest and most trifling instance of circumstantial propriety; but which Voltaire, who has dealt so severely with nine parts in ten of Corneille’s works, has singled out to defend in Racine;

De son appartement cette porte est prochaine,
Et cette autre conduit dans celui de la reine.

In English,

To Cæsar’s closet through this door you come,
And t’other leads to the queen’s drawing-room.

Unhappy Shakespeare! hadst thou made Rosencrans inform his compeer Guildenstern of the ichnography of the palace of Copenhagen, instead of presenting us with a moral dialogue between the prince of Denmark and the grave-digger, the illuminated pit of Paris would have been instructed a second time to adore thy talents.

The result of all I have said, is to shelter my own daring under the cannon of the brightest genius this country, at least, has produced. I might have pleaded, that having created a new species of romance, I was at liberty to lay down what rules I thought fit for the conduct of it: but I should be more proud of having imitated, however faintly, weakly, and at a distance, so masterly a pattern, than to enjoy the entire merit of invention, unless I could have marked my work with genius as well as with originality. Such as it is, the public have honoured it sufficiently, whatever rank their suffrages allot to it.

SONNET

TO THE RIGHT HONOURABLE

LADY MARY COKE

The gentle maid, whose hapless tale
These melancholy pages speak;
Say, gracious lady, shall she fail
To draw the tear adown thy cheek?

No; never was thy pitying breast
Insensible to human woes;
Tender, though firm, it melts distrest
For weaknesses it never knows.

Oh! guard the marvels I relate
Of fell ambition scourg’d by fate,
   From reason’s peevish blame:
Blest with thy smile, my dauntless fail
I dare expand to fancy’s gale,
   For sure thy smiles are fame.

H. W.

CHAPTER 1

[image: image]

MANFRED, prince of Otranto, had one son and one daughter: the latter, a most beautiful virgin, aged eighteen, was called Matilda. Conrad, the son, was three years younger, a homely youth, sickly, and of no promising disposition; yet he was the darling of his father, who never showed any symptoms of affection to Matilda. Manfred had contracted a marriage for his son with the marquis of Vicenza’s daughter, Isabella; and she had already been delivered by her guardians into the hands of Manfred, that he might celebrate the wedding as soon as Conrad’s infirm state of health would permit. Manfred’s impatience for their ceremonial was remarked by his family and neighbours. The former, indeed, apprehending the severity of their prince’s disposition, did not dare to utter their surmises on this precipitation. Hippolita, his wife, an amiable lady, did sometimes venture to represent the danger of marrying their only son so early, considering his great youth, and greater infirmities; but she
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