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Gothic Literature Through the Ages… 

Task:  
Read the following extracts from your Gothic timeline.  
With reference to your contextual research, discuss 
how settings in Gothic literature are presented. 
 

The Castle of Otranto by Horace Walpole (1764) 

Yet where conceal herself? How avoid the pursuit he would infallibly 
make throughout the castle? 

As these thoughts passed rapidly through her mind, she recollected a 
subterraneous passage which led from the vaults of the castle to the 
church of St. Nicholas. Could she reach the altar before she was 
overtaken, she knew even Manfred's violence would not dare to 
profane the sacredness of the place; and she determined, if no other 
means of deliverance offered, to shut herself up for ever among the 
holy virgins whose convent was contiguous to the cathedral. In this resolution, she seized 
a lamp that burned at the foot of the staircase, and hurried towards the secret passage. 

The lower part of the castle was hollowed into several intricate cloisters; and it was not 
easy for one under so much anxiety to find the door that opened into the cavern. An awful 
silence reigned throughout those subterraneous regions, except now and then some blasts 
of wind that shook the doors she had passed, and which, grating on the rusty hinges, were 
re-echoed through that long labyrinth of darkness. Every murmur struck her with new 
terror; yet more she dreaded to hear the wrathful voice of Manfred urging his domestics to 
pursue her. 

!
Castle Udolpho in The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann 
Radcliffe (1794) 

... though it was now lighted up by the setting sun, the gothic greatness 
of its features, and its mouldering walls of dark grey stone, rendered it 
a gloomy and sublime object ... the light died away on its walls, leaving 
a melancholy purple tint, which spread deeper and deeper, as the thin 
vapour crept up the mountain, while the battlements above were still 
tipped with splendour. From those too, the rays soon faded, and the 



whole edifice was invested with the solemn duskiness of evening. Silent, lonely and 
sublime, it seemed to stand the sovereign of the scene, and to frown defiance on all, who 
dared to invade its solitary reign. As the twilight deepened, its features became more awful 
in obscurity ... The gateway ... leading into the courts was of gigantic size, and was 
defended by two round towers, crowned by over-hanging turrets, embattled, where, 
instead of banners, now waved long grass and wild plants ... The towers were united by a 
curtain, pierced and embattled also, below which appeared the pointed arch of an huge 
portcullis, sur- mounting the gates: from these, the walls of the ramparts extended to other 
towers, over- looking the precipice, whose shattered outline ... told of the ravages of war. 
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Frankenstein or The Modern Prometheus by Mary 
Shelley (1818) 

It was completely dark when I arrived in the environs of Geneva; the 
gates of the town were already shut; and I was obliged to pass the 
night at Secheron, a village at the distance of half a league from the 
city. The sky was serene; and, as I was unable to rest, I resolved to 
visit the spot where my poor William had been murdered. As I could 
not pass through the town, I was obliged to cross the lake in a boat to 
arrive at Plainpalais. During this short voyage I saw the lightnings 
playing on the summit of Mont Blanc in the most beautiful figures. The 
storm appeared to approach rapidly; and, on landing, I ascended a low hill, that I might 
observe its progress. It advanced; the heavens were clouded, and I soon felt the rain 
coming slowly in large drops, but its violence quickly increased. !
I quitted my seat, and walked on, although the darkness and storm increased every 
minute, and the thunder burst with a terrific crash over my head. It was echoed from 
Saleve, the Juras, and the Alps of Savoy; vivid flashes of lightning dazzled my eyes, 
illuminating the lake, making it appear like a vast sheet of fire; then for an instant 
everything seemed of a pitchy darkness, until the eye recovered itself from the preceding 
flash. The storm, as is often the case in Switzerland, appeared at once in various parts of 
the heavens. The most violent storm hung exactly north of the town, over that part of the 
lake which lies between the promontory of Belrive and the village of Copet. Another storm 
enlightened Jura with faint flashes; and another darkened and sometimes disclosed the 
Mole, a peaked mountain to the east of the lake. !
While I watched the tempest, so beautiful yet terrific, I wandered on with a hasty step. This 
noble war in the sky elevated my spirits; I clasped my hands, and exclaimed aloud, 
"William, dear angel! this is thy funeral, this thy dirge!" As I said these words, I perceived in 
the gloom a figure which stole from behind a clump of trees near me; I stood fixed, gazing 
intently: I could not be mistaken. A flash of lightning illuminated the object, and discovered 



its shape plainly to me; its gigantic stature, and the deformity of its aspect, more hideous 
than belongs to humanity, instantly informed me that it was the wretch, the filthy daemon, 
to whom I had given life.  
 

The Fall of the House of Usher by Edgar Allen Poe 
(1839) 

During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the autumn 
of the year, when the clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, 
I had been passing alone, on horseback, through a singularly 
dreary tract of country, and at length found myself, as the shades 
of the evening drew on, within view of the melancholy House of 
Usher. I know not how it was —but, with the first glimpse of the 
building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit. I say 
insufferable; for the feeling was unrelieved by any of that half-
pleasurable, because poetic, sentiment with which the mind 
usually receives even the sternest natural images of the desolate or terrible. I looked upon 
the scene before me—upon the mere house, and the simple landscape features of the 
domain— upon the bleak walls —upon the vacant eye-like windows— upon a few rank 
sedges—and upon a few white trunks of decayed trees—with an utter depression of soul 
which I can compare to no earthly sensation more properly than to the after-dream of the 
reveller upon opium—the bitter lapse into every-day life—the hideous dropping off of the 
veil. There was an iciness, a sinking, a sickening of the heart—an unredeemed dreariness 
of thought which no goading of the imagination could torture into aught of the sublime. 
What was it—I paused to think —what was it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of 
the House of Usher? It was a mystery all insoluble; nor could I grapple with the shadowy 
fancies that crowded upon me as I pondered. I was forced to fall back upon the 
unsatisfactory conclusion, that while, beyond doubt, there are combinations of very simple 
natural objects which have the power of thus affecting us, still the analysis of this power 
lies among considerations beyond our depth. It was possible, I reflected, that a mere 
different arrangement of the particulars of the scene, of the details of the picture, would be 
sufficient to modify, or perhaps to annihilate its capacity for sorrowful impression; and, 
acting upon this idea, I reined my horse to the precipitous brink of a black and lurid tarn 
that lay in unruffled lustre by the dwelling, and gazed down—but with a shudder even more 
thrilling than before—upon the remodelled and inverted images of the gray sedge, and the 
ghastly tree-stems, and the vacant and eye-like windows.	
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