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Frankenstein and the Gothic Novel

Gothic fiction (sometimes referred to as Gothic horror) is a genre of literature that combines elements of both horror and romance. As a genre, it is generally believed to have been invented by the English author Horace Walpole, with the 1764 novel The Castle of Otranto. The effect of Gothic fiction depends on a pleasing sort of terror, an extension of essentially Romantic literary pleasures that were relatively new at the time of Walpole's novel. Melodrama and parody (including self-parody) were other long-standing features of the Gothic initiated by Walpole.

Gothic literature is intimately associated with the Gothic Revival architecture of the same era. In a way similar to the gothic revivalists' rejection of the clarity and rationalism of the neoclassical style of the Enlightened Establishment, the literary Gothic embodies an appreciation of the joys of extreme emotion, the thrills of fearfulness and awe inherent in the sublime, and a quest for atmosphere. The ruins of gothic buildings gave rise to multiple linked emotions by representing the inevitable decay and collapse of human creations— thus the urge to add fake ruins as eye-catchers in English landscape parks. English Protestants often associated medieval buildings with what they saw as a dark and terrifying period, characterized by harsh laws enforced by torture, and with mysterious, fantastic and superstitious rituals. In literature such Anti-Catholicism had a European dimension featuring Roman Catholic excesses such as the Inquisition (in southern European countries such as Italy and Spain).

Prominent features of Gothic fiction include terror (both psychological and physical), mystery, the supernatural, ghosts, haunted houses and Gothic architecture, castles, darkness, death, decay, doubles, madness, secrets and hereditary curses.

The stock characters of Gothic fiction include tyrants, villains, bandits, maniacs, Byronic heroes, persecuted maidens, femmes fatales, madwomen, magicians, vampires, werewolves, monsters, demons, revenants, ghosts, perambulating skeletons, the Wandering Jew and the Devil himself.

Characteristics of a Gothic Novel or Story: 

· medieval or medieval-type setting 
· gloomy and very strong architecture 

· woman (or other culturally disempowered person) in distress needing to be rescued 

· bad, nasty, evil, controlling, dominating, lustful villain (often the lust is perverse) who has the power, as king, lord of the manor, father, or guardian, to demand that one or more of the female characters do something intolerable. The woman may be commanded to marry someone she does not love (it may even be the powerful male himself), or commit a crime 

· apparently supernatural events that is not infrequently explained later by science 

· omens, portents, visions—often the story is based on a prophecy (and in more modern versions often contains one concerning society beyond the story) 

· evokes terror through the depiction of physical and, more often, psychological violence 

· explores the nightmares under the surface of the “civilized” mind and/or aberrant psychological states 

Gothic Elements of Frankenstein

Spooky castles, ominous portents, mystery, and suspense: these are all elements of a Gothic novel. Though Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, written in the early 19th century, certainly contains many components of a Gothic novel, can it be correctly grouped under that genre? Shelley employs various literary devices to support the elements, a supernatural event, portent dream, overwrought emotion, and metonymy of gloom, which classify Frankenstein as a Gothic novel. 

The supernatural event, Frankenstein’s creation, is one element the author utilizes to support the Gothic genre. The setting around the creation creates an ominous mood.


This is symbolic for the beginning of Victor and the creature’s “November,” the birth of their misery. For example, in Chapter Nine, when the Frankenstein’s visit their house in the country, Victor blames himself for William’s murder and Justine’s execution. 

Additionally, the monster’s birth results in Shelley’s use of another element of the Gothic genre, Victor’s overwrought emotion. The rain and absence of light are metaphors for sorrow and distress; the metonymies further the cheerlessness of the conception scene. The ominous dream, a common component of Gothic novels, serves as a presage of the monster’s savage homicide of Victor’s true love. November, a bleak and gloomy month, marks the beginning of wintry weather, a time of isolation and cold. the rain pattered dismally against the panes, and the candle was nearly burnt out” (Shelley, 34-35). Victor dreams that he “saw Elizabeth, in the bloom of health, walking… I embraced her, but as I imprinted the first kiss on her lips, they begin livid with the hue of death” (35). The supernatural event, portent dream, overwrought emotion and metonymy of gloom and horror combine to create the haunting and poignant tale that is Frankenstein. Five opens with the evening of Frankenstein’s creation, a “dreary night of November. This portentous dream that eventually becomes reality is a consequence of Victor’s desertion and society’s rejection of his creation. The setting also implements the gothic element of the metonymy of gloom and horror. The hyperbole of the pilgrimage demonstrates Victor’s extreme desperation to rid himself of the regret and sorrow caused by the monster. 

