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Discussion Document

 

These extracts may give some indication of the social fears that were unleashed by the language 

employed by the gothic in fiction but which may well transfer to commentary that we would be 

pleased to regard as historical evidence. The first uses light and darkness as moral indicators while 

the second reveals a popular device at the time: the notion of the ancestral curse which itself, you 

may decide, is a commentary on contemporary society. 

Ye are fallen, said I, ye dark and gloomy mansions of mistaken zeal, where the proud priest and lazy 

monk fattened upon the riches of the land, and crept like vermin from their cells to spread their 

poisonous doctrines through the nation. . . . See how the pure light of heaven is clouded by the dim 

glass of the arched window, stained with the gaudy colours of monkish tales and legendary fiction; 

fit emblem how reluctantly they admitted the fairer light of truth amidst these dark recesses, and 

how they were debased in genuine lustre! The low cells, the long and narrow aisles, the gloomy 

arches, the damp and secret caverns which wind beneath the hollow ground . . . seem only fit for 

those dark places of the earth in which the habitations of cruelty. . . . Farewel, ye once venerated 

seats! Enough of you remains, and may it always remain, to remind us from what we have escaped 

and made posterity for ever thankful for the fairer age of liberty and light. 

Anna Laetitia Barbauld (1825) ‘On Monastic Institutions’ in The Works, 2 vols., ii. 195–6. Quoted in 

Robert Mighall (1999) A Geography of Victorian Gothic Fiction: Mapping History’s Nightmares, p. 1. 

But he has his revenge. Even the winds are his messengers, and they serve him in these hours of 

darkness. There is not a drop of Tom’s corrupted blood but propagates infection and contagion 

somewhere. It shall pollute, this very night, the choice stream . . . of a Norman house, and his Grace 

will not be able to say Nay to the infamous alliance. There is not an atom of Tom’s slime, not a cubic 

inch of any pestilential gas in which he lives, not one obscenity or degradation about him, not an 

ignorance, not a wickedness, not a brutality of his committing, but shall work its retribution, through 

every order of society, up to the proudest of the proud, and to the highest of the high. 

Charles Dickens (1853-54) Bleak House, quoted in Robert Mighall (1999) A Geography of Victorian 
Gothic Fiction: Mapping History’s Nightmares, p. 75. 


