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Gothic Whispers

EDMUND BURKE
Extract from ‘Of the Sublime’1
Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and
danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to
terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the
strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling. . . .
No passion so effectually robs the mind of all its powers of
acting and reasoning as fear. For fear being an apprehension of
pain of death, it operates in a manner that resembles actual pain.
Whatever therefore is terrible, with regard to sight, is sublime
too, whether the cause of terror be endued with greatness of
dimensions or not; for it is impossible to look on anything as
trifling, or contemptible, that may be dangerous. . . .
To make anything very terrible, obscurity seems in general to
be necessary. When we know the full extent of any danger, when
we can accustom our eyes to it, a great deal of the apprehension
vanishes. Everyone will be sensible of this, who considers how
greatly night adds to our dread, in all cases of danger, and how
much the notions of ghosts and goblins, of which none can form
clear ideas, affect minds, which give credit to the popular tales
concerning such sorts of beings.
Note
1. First published in Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the
Origins of our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful (1757).

HORACE WALPOLE
The Castle of Otranto, Preface to 1764 edition1
The following work was found in the library of an ancient
Catholic family in the north of England. It was printed at
25
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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 era 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 of
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.
This 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.

Horace Walpole
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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 similes,
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 always 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 be well 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 a 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 St 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
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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 a
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 ground work
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 describes, 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.
The Castle of Otranto, Preface to second edition2
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 the 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
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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, and 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 of expatiate through the boundless realms of invention, and thence of creating more interesting situations, he
wished to conduct the moral 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 phenomena,
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, seems 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 sensation 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
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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. The 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,’ say Voltaire, in his edition of Corneille, ‘this mixture of
buffoonery and solemnity is intolerable.’ Voltaire is a genius3 –
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 judgment 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, that exquisite piece,
of which I declare my admiration, and which, should I live
twenty years longer, I trust I shall 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 mélange de sérieux et de plaisanterie, de comique et de touchant; souvent même une seule aventure produit tous ces contrastes. Rien n’est si commum qu’une
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maison dans laquelle un père gronde, une fille occupeé da sa
passion pleure; le fils se moque des deux, et quelques parents
prennent différemment part à la scène, ?c. Nous n’inférons pas
de là que toute comédie doive avoir des scènes de bouffonnerie
et des scènes attendrissantes: il y a beaucoup de très bonnes
pièces où il ne règne que de la gaieté; d’autres toutes sérieuses;
d’autres mélangées: d’autres oú l’attendrissement va jusques aux
larmes: il ne faut donner l’exclusion à aucun genre; et si on me
demandoit, quel genre est le meilleiur, je répondrois, celui qui
est le mieux traité.’ Surely if a comedy may be toute sérieuse,
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 Mérope, 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 scène, et aux moeurs que vous leur donnez. Ces familiarités
naturelles eussent été, à ce que je crois, bien reçues dans
Athènes; mais Paris et notre parterre veulent une autre espèce la
simplicité.’ 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 parterre 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
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persons, living near two thousand years after the era 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 espèce de simplicité,
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 nugae with a witness! I cannot,
however, help 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 da la Reine.
IN ENGLISH.
To Caesar’s closet through this door you come,
And t’other leads to the Queen’s drawing-room.

Unhappy Shakespeare! hadst thou made Rosencrantz 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 canon 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.

Matthew G. Lewis
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Notes
1. Horace Walpole, The Castle of Otranto (New York: Dover
Publications, 1966).
2. Ibid.
3. The following remark is foreign to the present question, yet excusable in an Englishman, who is willing to think that the severe criticisms of so masterly a writer as Voltaire on our immortal
countryman, may have been the effusions of wit and precipitation,
rather than the result of judgment and attention. May not the
critic’s skill, in the force and powers of our language, have been as
incorrect and incompetent as his knowledge of our history? of the
latter, his own pen has dropped glaring evidence. In his Preface to
Thomas Corneille’s Earl of Essex, Monsieur de Voltaire allows that
the truth of history has been grossly perverted in that piece. In
excuse he pleads, that when Corneille wrote, the noblesse of France
were much unread in English story; but now, says the commentator, that they study it, such misrepresentations would not be
suffered – yet forgetting that the period of ignorance is lapsed, and
that it is not very necessary to instruct the knowing, he undertakes,
from the overflowing of his own reading, to give the nobility of his
own country a detail of Queen Elizabeth’s favourites – of whom,
says he, Robert Dudley was the first, and the Earl of Leicester the
second. Could one have believed that it could be necessary to
inform Monsieur de Voltaire himself, that Robert Dudley and the
Earl of Leicester were the same person? [original footnote]

MATTHEW G. LEWIS
Advertisement for The Monk
Advertisement1
The first idea of this Romance was suggested by the story of the
Santon Barsisa, related in The Guardian. The Bleeding Nun is a
tradition still credited in many parts of Germany; and I have
been told, that the ruins of the castle of Lauenstein, which she is
supposed to haunt, may yet be seen upon the borders of
Thuringia – The Water-King, from the third to the twelfth
stanza, is the fragment of an original Danish ballad – And
Belerma and Durandarte is translated from some stanzas to be
found in a collection of old Spanish poetry, which contains also
the popular song of Gayferos and Melesindra, mentioned in Don
Quixote. – I have now made a full avowal of all the plagiarisms

34

Gothic Whispers

of which I am aware, myself; but I doubt not, many more may
be found, of which I am at present totally unconscious.
Note
1. Matthew G. Lewis, The Monk, ed. Louis F. Peck (New York:
Grove Press, 1952).

SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE
Extract from ‘On The Monk’1
The horrible and the preternatural have usually seized on the
popular taste, at the rising decline of literature. Most powerful
stimulants, they can never be required except by the torpor of
an unawakened or the languor of an exhausted, appetite. The
same phenomenon, therefore, which we hale as a favourable
omen in the belles letters of Germany, impresses a degree of
gloom in the compositions of our countrymen. We trust,
however, that satiety will banish what good sense should have
prevented; and that wearied with fiends, incomprehensible characters, with shrieks, murders, and subterraneous dungeons, the
public will learn, by the multitude of the manufactures, with
how little expense of thought or imagination this species of
composition is manufactured. . . .
Figures that shock the imagination, and narratives that
mangle the feelings, rarely discover genius, and always betray a
low and vulgar taste. . . . Not without reluctance then, but in
full conviction that we are performing a duty, we declare it to
be our opinion, that the Monk is a romance, which if a parent
saw it in the hands of a son or daughter, he might reasonably
turn pale . . . and though the tale is indeed a tale of horror, yet
the most painful impression which the work left on our mind
was that of great acquirements and splendid genius employed to
furnish a mormo for children, a poison for youth and a
provocative for the debauchee.
Note
1. Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ‘Review of The Monk. A Romance’, in
the Critical Review (February 1797), pp. 194–200.
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ANN RADCLIFFE
Extract from The Italian1
About the year 1764, some English travellers in Italy, during
one of their excursions in the environs of Naples, happened to
stop before the portico of the Santa Maria del Pianto, a church
belonging to a very ancient convent of the order of the Black
Penitents. The magnificence of this portico, though impaired by
time, excited so much admiration, that the travellers were curious to survey the structure to which it belonged, and with this
intention they ascended the marble steps that led to it.
Within the shade of the portico, a person with folded arms,
and eyes directed towards the ground, was pacing behind the
pillars the whole extent of the pavement, and was approaching.
He turned, however, suddenly, as if startled by the sound of
steps, and then, without further pausing, glided to a door that
opened into the church, and disappeared.
There was something too extraordinary in the figure of this
man, and too singular in his conduct, to pass unnoticed by the
visitors. He was of a tall thin figure, bending forward from the
shoulders; of a sallow complexion, and harsh features, and had
an eye, which, as it looked up from the cloke that muffled the
lower part of his countenance, seemed expressive of uncommon
ferocity.
The travellers, on entering the church, looked round for the
stranger, who had passed thither before them, but he was no
where to be seen, and, through all the shade of the long aisles,
only one other person appeared. This was a friar of the adjoining
convent, who sometimes pointed out to strangers the objects in
the church, which were most worthy of attention, and who now,
with this design, approached the party that had just entered.
The interior of this edifice had nothing of the shewy ornament and general splendour, which distinguish the churches of
Italy, and particularly those of Naples; but it exhibited a
simplicity and grandeur of design, considerably more interesting
to persons of taste, and a solemnity of light and shade much
more suitable to promote the sublime elevation of devotion.
When the party had viewed the different shrines and whatever had been judged worthy of observation, and were returning through an obscure aisle towards the portico, they perceived
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the person who had appeared upon the steps, passing towards a
confessional on the left, and, as he entered it, one of the party
pointed him out to the friar, and enquired who he was; the friar
turning to look after him, did not immediately reply, but, on the
question being repeated, he inclined his head, as in a kind of
obeisance, and calmly replied, ‘He is an assassin.’
‘An assassin!’ exclaimed one of the Englishman; ‘an assassin
and at liberty!’
An Italian gentleman, who was of the party, smiled at the
astonishment of his friend.
‘He has sought sanctuary here,’ replied the friar; ‘within these
walls he may not be hurt.’
‘Do your altars, then, protect the murderer?’ said the
Englishman.
‘He could find shelter no where else,’ answered the friar
meekly.
‘This is astonishing!’ said the Englishman; ‘of what avail are
your laws, if the most atrocious criminal may thus find shelter
from them? But how does he contrive to exist here! He is, at
least, in danger of being starved?’
‘Pardon me,’ replied the friar; ‘there are always people willing to assist those, who cannot assist themselves; and as the
criminal may not leave the church in search of food, they bring
it to him here.’
‘Is this possible!’ said the Englishman, turning to his Italian
friend.
‘Why, the poor wretch must not starve,’ replied the friend;
‘which he inevitably would do, if food were not brought to him!
But have you never, since your arrival in Italy, happened to see
a person in the situation of his man? It is by no means an
uncommon one.’
‘Never!’ answered the Englishman, ‘and I can scarcely credit
what I see now!’
‘Why, my friend,’ observed the Italian, ‘if we were to shew no
mercy to such unfortunate persons, assassinations are so
frequent, that our cities would be half depopulated.’
In notice of this profound remark, the Englishman could only
gravely bow.
‘But observe yonder confessional,’ added the Italian, ‘that
beyond the pillars on the left of the aisle, below a painted
window. Have you discovered it? The colours of the glass
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throw, instead of light, a shade over that part of the church,
which, perhaps, prevents your distinguishing what I mean!’
The Englishman looked whither his friend pointed, and
observed a confessional of oak, or some very dark wood,
adjoining the wall, and remarked also, that it was the same,
which the assassin had just entered. It consisted of three
compartments, covered with a black canopy. In the central division was the chair of the confessor, elevated by several steps
above the pavement of the church; and on either hand was a
small closet, or box, with steps leading up to a grated partition,
at which the penitent might kneel, and, concealed from observation, pour into the ear of the confessor, the consciousness of
crimes that lay heavy on his heart.
‘You observe it?’ said the Italian.
‘I do,’ replied the Englishman; ‘it is the same, which the
assassin has passed into; and I think it one of the most gloomy
spots I ever beheld; the view of it is enough to strike a criminal
with despair!’
‘We, in Italy, are not so apt to despair,’ replied the Italian
smilingly.
‘Well, but what of this confessional?’ enquired the
Englishman. ‘The assassin entered it!’
‘He has no relation, with what I am about to mention,’ said
the Italian; ‘but I wish you to mark the place, because some very
extraordinary circumstances belong to it.’
‘What are they?’ said the Englishman.
‘It is now several years since the confession, which is
connected with them, was made at the very confessional,’ added
the Italian; ‘the view of it, and the sight of this assassin, with your
surprize at the liberty which is allow him, led me to a recollection
of the story. When you return to the hotel, I will communicate it
to you, if you have no pleasanter way of engaging your time.
‘I have a curiosity to hear it,’ replied the Englishman, ‘cannot
you relate it now?’
‘It is much too long to be related now; that would occupy a
week; I have it in writing, and will send you the volume. A
young student of Padua, who happened to be at Naples soon
after this horrible confession became public –’
‘Pardon me,’ interrupted the Englishman, ‘that is surely very
extraordinary? I thought confessions were always held sacred
by the priest, to whom they were made.’
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‘Your observation is reasonable,’ rejoined the Italian; ‘the faith
of the priest is never broken, except by an especial command
from an higher power; and the circumstances must even then be
very extraordinary to justify such a departure from the law. But,
when you read the narrative, your surprise on this head will
cease. I was going to tell you, that it was written by a student of
Padua, who, happening to be here soon after the affair became
public, was so much struck with the facts, that, partly as an exercise, and partly in return for some trifling services I had rendered
him, he committed them to paper for me. You will perceive from
the work, that this student was very young, as to the arts of
composition, but the facts are what you require, and from these
he has not deviated. But come, let us leave the church.’
‘After I have taken another view of this solemn edifice’,
replied the Englishman, ‘and particularly of the confessional
you have pointed to my notice!’
While the Englishman glanced his eye over the high roofs,
and along the solemn perspectives of the Santa del Pianto, he
perceived the figure of the assassin stealing from the confessional across the choir, and, shocked on again beholding him, he
turned his eyes, and hastily quitted the church.
The friends then separated, and the Englishman, soon after
returning to his hotel, received the volume.
Note
1. From Ann Radcliffe, The Italian, or The Confessional of the Black
Penitents (Carpenter, 1797).

JOSHUA REYNOLDS
Extract from Discourse 1: ‘Gothick’1
Raffaelle [Raphael], it is true, had not the advantage of studying in an Academy; but all Rome, and the works of Michael
Angelo in particular, were to him an Academy. On the sight of
the Capella Sistina, he immediately from a dry, Gothick, and
even insipid manner, which attends to the minute accidental
discriminations of particular and individual objects, assumed
that grand style of painting, which improves partially representation by the general and invariable ideas of nature.
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Note
1. From Sir Joshua Reynolds, Discourses on Art, ed. Stephen O. Mitchell
(New York: Bobbs-Merrill, [1797] 1965), p. 7 [Discourse 1].

MARY SHELLEY
Frankenstein, Preface to 1818 edition1
The event on which this fiction is founded, has been supposed,
by Dr Darwin, and some of the physiological writers of
Germany, as not of impossible occurrence. I shall not be
supposed as according the remotest degree of serious faith to
such an imagination; yet, in assuming it as the basis of a work
of fancy, I have not considered myself as merely weaving a series
of supernatural terrors. The event on which the interest of the
story depends is exempt from the disadvantages of a mere tale
of spectres or enchantment. It was recommended by the novelty
of the situations which it developes (sic); and, however impossible as a physical fact, affords a point of view to the imagination
for the delineating of human passions more comprehensive and
commanding than any which the ordinary relations of existing
events can yield.
I have thus endeavoured to preserve the truth of the elementary principles of human nature, while I have not scrupled to
innovate upon their combinations. The Iliad, the tragic poetry
of Greece – Shakespeare, in the Tempest and Midsummer
Night’s Dream, – and most especially Milton, in Paradise Lost,
conform to this rule; and the most humble novelist, who seeks
to confer or receive amusement from his labours, may, without
presumption, apply to prose fiction a licence, or rather a rule,
from the adoption of which so many exquisite combinations of
human feelings have resulted in the highest specimens of
poetry.
The circumstances on which my story rests was (sic) suggested
in casual conversation. It was commenced partly as a source of
amusement, and partly as an expedient for exercising any
untried resources of mind. Other motives were mingled with
these, as the work proceeded. I am by no means indifferent to
the manner in which whatever moral tendencies exist in the
sentiments or characters it contains shall affect the reader; yet
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my chief concern in this respect has been limited to the avoiding the enervating effects of the novels of the present day, and
to the exhibition of the amiableness of domestic affection, and
the excellence of universal virtue. The opinions which naturally
spring from the character and situation of the hero are by no
means to be conceived as existing always in my own conviction; nor is any inference justly to be drawn from the following
pages as prejudicing any philosophical doctrine of whatever
kind.
It is a subject also of additional interest to the author, that
this story was begun in the majestic region where the scene is
principally laid, and in society which cannot cease to be regretted. I passed the summer of 1816 in the environs of Geneva. The
season was cold and rainy, and in the evenings we crowded
around a blazing wood fire, and occasionally amused ourselves
with some German stories of ghosts, which happened to fall
into our hands. These tales excited in us a playful desire of
imitation. Two other friends (a tale from the pen of one of
whom would be far more acceptable to the public than any
thing I can ever hope to produce) and myself agreed to write
each a story, founded on some supernatural occurrence.
The weather, however, suddenly became serene; and my two
friends left me on a journey among the Alps, and lost, in the
magnificent scenes which they present, all memory of their
ghostly visions. The following tale is the only one which has
been completed.
Note
1. This Preface was written by Mary Shelley’s husband Percy Shelley
for the 1818 first edition in Frankenstein.

Frankenstein, Preface to 1831 edition1
Frankenstein
or
The Modern Prometheus
Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay
To mould Me man? Did I solicit thee
From darkness to promote me? –
Paradise Law [x.743–5]
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The Publishers of the Standard Novels, in selecting
‘Frankenstein’ for one of their series, expressed a wish that I
should furnish them with some account of the origin of the
story. I am the more willing to comply, because I shall thus give
a general answer to the question, so very frequently asked me –
‘How I, then a young girl, came to think of, and to dilate upon,
so very hideous an idea?’ It is true that I am very averse to bringing myself forward in print; but as my account will only appear
as an appendage to a former production, and as it will be
confined to such topics as have connection with my authorship
alone, I can scarcely accuse myself of a personal intrusion.
It is not singular that, as the daughter of two persons of
distinguished literary celebrity, I should very early in life have
thought of writing. As a child I scribbled; and my favourite
pastime, during the hours given me for recreation, was to ‘write
stories.’ Still I had a dearer pleasure than this, which was the
formation of castles in the air – the indulging in waking dreams
– the following up trains of thought, which had for their subject
the formation of a succession of imaginary incidents. My
dreams were at once more fantastic and agreeable than my writings. In the latter I was a close imitator – rather doing as others
had done, than putting down the suggestions of my own mind.
What I wrote was intended at least for one other eye – my childhood’s companion and friend; but my dreams were all my own;
I accounted for them to nobody; they were my refuge when
annoyed – my dearest pleasure when free.
I lived principally in the country as a girl, and passed a
considerable time in Scotland. I made occasional visits to the
more picturesque parts; but my habitual residence was on the
blank and dreary northern shores of the Tay, near Dundee.
Blank and dreary on retrospection I call them; they were not so
to me then. They were the eyry of freedom, and the pleasant
region where unheeded I could commune with the creatures of
my fancy. I wrote then – but in a most common-place style. It
was beneath the trees of the grounds belonging to our house, or
on the bleak sides of the woodless mountains near, that my true
compositions, the airy flights of my imagination, were born and
forested. I did not make myself the heroine of my tales. Life
appeared to me too common-place an affair as regarded myself.
I could not figure to myself that romantic woes or wonderful
events would ever by my lot; but I was not confined to my own
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identity, and I could people the hours with creations far more
interesting to me at the age, than my own sensations.
After this my life became busier, and reality stood in place of
fiction. My husband, however, was, from the first, very anxious
that I should prove myself worthy of my parentage, and enrol
myself on the page of fame. He was for ever inciting me to
obtain literary reputation, which even on my own part I cared
for then, though since I have become infinitely indifferent to it.
At this time he desired that I should write, not so much with the
idea that I could produce any thing worthy of notice, but that
he might himself judge how far I possessed the promise of better
things hereafter. Still I did nothing. Travelling, and the cares of
a family, occupied my time; and study, in the way of reading, or
improving my ideas in communication with his far more cultivated mind, was all of literary employment that engaged my
attention.
In the summer of 1816, we visited Switzerland, and became
the neighbours of Lord Byron. At first we spent our pleasant
hours on the lake, or wandering on its shores; and Lord Byron,
who was writing the third canto of Childe Harold, was the only
one among us who put his thoughts upon paper. These, as he
brought them successively to us, clothed in all the light and
harmony of poetry, seemed to stamp as divine the glories of
heaven and earth, whose influences we partook with him.
But it proved a wet, ungenial summer, and incessant rain
often confined us for days to the house. Some volumes of ghost
stories, translated from the German into French, fell into our
hands. There was the History of the Inconstant Lover, who,
when he thought to clasp the bride to whom he had pledged his
vows, found himself in the arms of the pale ghost of her whom
he had deserted. There was the tale of the sinful founder of his
race, whose miserable doom it was to bestow the kiss of death
on all the younger sons of his fated house, just when they
reached the age of promise. His gigantic, shadowy form, clothed
like the ghost in Hamlet, in complete armour, but with the
beaver up, was seen at midnight, by the moon’s fitful beams, to
advance slowly along the gloomy avenue. The shape was lost
beneath the shadow of the castle walls; but soon a gate swung
back, a step was heard, the door of the chamber opened, and he
advanced to the couch of the blooming youths, cradled in
healthy sleep. Eternal sorrow sat upon his face as he bent down
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and kissed the forehead of the boys, who from that hour withered like flowers snapt upon the stalk. I have not seen these
stories since then; but their incidents are as fresh in my mind as
if I had read them yesterday.
‘We will each write a ghost story,’ said Lord Byron; and his
proposition was acceded to. There were four of us. The noble
author began a tale, a fragment of which he printed at the end
of his poem of Mazeppa. Shelley, more apt to embody ideas
and sentiments in the radiance of brilliant imagery, and in the
music of the most melodious verse that adorns our language,
than to invent the machinery of a story, commenced one
founded on the experiences of his early life. Poor Polidori had
some terrible idea about a skull-headed lady, who was so
punished for peeping through a key-hole – what to see I forget
– something very shocking and wrong of course; but when she
was reduced to a worse condition than the renowned Tom of
Coventry, he did not know what to do with her, and was
obliged to despatch her to the tomb of the Capulets, the only
place for which she was fitted. The illustrious poets also,
annoyed by the platitude of prose, speedily relinquished their
uncongenial task.
I busied myself to think of a story, – a story to rival those
which had excited us to this task. One which would speak to the
mysterious fears of our nature, and awaken thrilling horror –
one to make the reader dread to look round, to curdle the
blood, and quicken the beatings of the heart. If I did not accomplish these things, my ghost story would be unworthy of its
name. I thought and pondered – vainly. I felt that blank incapability of invention which is the greatest misery of authorship,
when dull Nothing replies to our anxious invocations. Have you
thought of a story? I was asked each morning, and each morning I was forced to reply with a mortifying negative.
Every thing must have a beginning, to speak in Sanchean
phrase, and that beginning must be linked to something that
went before. The Hindoos give the world an elephant to support
it, but they make the elephant stand upon a tortoise. Invention,
it must be humbly admitted, does not consist in creating out of
void, but one of chaos; the materials must, in the first place, be
afforded: it can give form to dark, shapeless substances, but
cannot bring into being the substance itself. In all matters of
discovery and invention, even of those that appertain to the
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imagination, we are continually reminded of the story of
Columbus and his egg. Invention consists in the capacity of seizing on the capabilities of a subject, and in the power of moulding and fashioning ideas suggested to it.
Many and long were the conversations between Lord Byron
and Shelley, to which I was a devout but nearly silent listener.
During one of these, various philosophical doctrines were
discussed, and among others the nature of the principle of life,
and whether there was any probability of its ever being discovered and communicated. They talked of the experiments of Dr
Darwin,2 (I speak not of what the Doctor really did, or said that
he did, but, as more to my purpose, of what was then spoken of
as having been done by him) who preserved a piece of vermicelli
in a glass case, till by some extraordinary means it began to
move with voluntary motion. Not thus, after all, would life be
given. Perhaps a corpse would be re-animated; galvanism had
given token of such things: perhaps the component parts of a
creature might be manufactured, brought together, and endued
with vital warmth.
Night waned upon this talk, and even the witching hour had
gone by, before we retired to rest. When I placed my head on
my pillow, I did not sleep, nor could I be said to think. My
imagination, unbidden, possessed and guided me, gifting the
successive images that arose in my mind with a vividness far
beyond the usual bounds of reverie. I saw – with shut eyes, but
acute mental vision, – I saw the pale student of unhallowed arts
kneeling beside the thing he had put together. I saw the hideous
phantasm of a man stretched out, and then, on the working of
some powerful engine, show signs of life, and stir with an
uneasy, half vital motion. Frightful must it be; for supremely
frightful would be the effect of any human endeavour to mock
the stupendous mechanism of the Creator of the world. His
success would terrify the artist; he would rush away from his
odious handywork, horror-stricken. He would hope that, left
to itself, the slight spark of life which he had communicated
would fade; that this thing, which had received such imperfect
animation, would subside into dead matter; and he might sleep
in the belief that the silence of the grave wold quench for ever
the transient existence of the hideous corpse which he had
looked upon as the cradle of life. He sleeps; but he is awakened; he opens his eyes; behold the horrid thing stands at his
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bedside, opening his curtains, and looking on him with yellow,
watery, but speculative eyes.
I opened mine in terror. The idea so possessed my mind, that
a thrill of fear ran through me, and I wished to exchange the
ghastly image of my face for the realities around. I see them still;
the very room, the dark parquet, the closed shutters, with the
moonlight struggling through, and the sense I had that the
glassy lake and white high Alps were beyond. I could not so
easily get rid of my hideous phantom; still it haunted me. I must
try to think of something else. I recurred to my ghost story, – my
tiresome unlucky ghost story! O! if I could only contrive one
which would frighten my reader as I myself had been frightened
that night!
Swift as light and as cheering was the idea that broke in upon
me. ‘I have found it! What terrified me will terrify others; and I
need only describe the spectre which had haunted my midnight
pillow.’ On the morrow I announced that I had thought of a
story. I began that day with the words, It was on a dreary night
of November, making only a transcript of the grim terrors of my
waking dream.
At first I thought but of a few pages – of a short tale; but
Shelley urged me to develope the idea at greater length. I
certainly did not owe the suggestion of one incident, nor
scarcely of one train of feeling, to my husband, and yet but for
his incitement, it would never have taken the form in which it
was presented to the world. From this declaration I must except
the preface. As far as I can recollect, it was entirely written by
him.
And now, once again, I bid my hideous progeny go forth and
prosper. I have an affection for it, for it was the offspring of
happy days, when death and grief were but words, which found
not true echo in my heart. Its several pages speak of many a
walk, many a drive, and many a conversation, when I was not
alone; and my companion was one who, in this world, I shall
never see more. But this is for myself; my readers have nothing
to do with these associations.
I will add but one word as to the alterations I have made.
They are principally those of style. I have changed no portion of
the story, nor introduced any new ideas or circumstances. I have
mended the language where it was so bald as to interfere with
the interest of the narrative; and these changes occur almost
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exclusively in the beginning of the first volume. Throughout
they are entirely confined to such parts as are mere adjuncts to
the story, leaving the core and substance of it untouched.
London, October 15, 1831.
Notes
1. The Introduction by Mary Shelley appeared in 1831, when Henry
Colburn and Richard Bentley published Frankenstein as number 9
in their Standard Novels series.
2. Dr Darwin: Erasmus Darwin (1731–1802), physician, poet, evolutionist, radical, and grandfather of the naturalist and discoverer of
natural selection Charles Darwin (1809–1882). [original footnote]

SIR WALTER SCOTT
‘Remarks on Frankenstein: or, the Modern Prometheus’1
Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay
To mould me man? Did I solicit thee
From darkness to promote me?
Paradise Lost
This is a novel, or more properly a romantic fiction, of a nature
so peculiar, that we ought to describe the species before attempting any account of the individual production.
The first general division of works of fiction, into such as
bound the events they narrate by the actual laws of nature, and
such as, passing these limits, are managed by marvellous and
supernatural machinery, is sufficiently obvious and decided. But
the class of marvellous romances admits of several subdivisions.
In the earlier productions of imagination, the poet, or tale-taller
does not, in his own opinion, transgress the laws of credibility,
when he introduces into his narration the witches, goblins, and
magicians, in the existence of which he himself, as well as his
hearers, is a firm believer. This good faith, however, passes
away, and works turning upon the marvellous are written and
read merely on account of the exercise which they afford to the
imagination of those who, like the poet Collins, love to riot in
the luxuriance of Oriental fiction, to rove through the meanders
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of enchantment, to gaze on the magnificence of golden palaces,
and to repose by the water-falls of Elysian gardens. In this
species of composition, the marvellous is itself the principal and
most important object both to the author and reader. To
describe its effect upon the mind of the human personages
engaged in its wonders, and dragged along by its machinery, is
comparatively an inferior object. The hero and heroine, partakers of the supernatural character which belongs to their adventures, walk the maze of enchantment with a firm and undaunted
step, and appear as much at their ease, amid the wonders
around them, as the young fellow described by the Spectator,
who was discovered taking a snuff with great composure in the
midst of a stormy ocean, represented on the stage of the opera.
A more philosophical and refined use of the supernatural in
works of fiction, is proper to that class in which the laws of
nature are represented as altered, not for the purpose of
pampering the imagination with wonders, but in order to show
the probable effect which the supposed miracles would produce
on those who witnessed them. In this case, the pleasure ordinarily derived from the marvellous incidents is secondary to that
which we extract from observing how mortals like ourselves
would be affected,
By scenes like these which, daring to depart
From sober truth, are still to nature true.
Even in the description of his marvels, however, the author
who manages this style of composition which address, gives
them an indirect importance with the reader, when he is able to
describe with nature and with truth, the effects which they are
calculated to produce upon his dramatis personæ. It will be
remembered, that the sapient Partridge was too wise to be terrified at the mere appearance of the ghost of Hamlet, whom he
knew to be a man dressed up in pasteboard armour for the
nonce – it was when he saw the ‘little man’, as he called Garrick,
so frightened, that a sympathetic horror took hold of him. Of
this we shall presently produce some examples from the narrative before us. But success in this point is still subordinate to the
author’s principal object, which is less to produce an effect by
means of the marvels of the narrations, than to open new trains
and channels of thought, by placing men in supposed situations
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of an extraordinary and preternatural character, and then
describing the mode of feeling and conduct which they are most
likely to adopt.
To make more clear the distinction we have endeavoured to
draw between the marvellous and the effects of the marvellous,
considered as separate objects, we may briefly invite our readers to compare the common tale of Tom Thumb with Gulliver’s
Voyage to Brobdingnag; one of the most childish fictions, with
one which is pregnant with wit and satire, yet both turning
upon the same assumed possibility of the existence of a pigmy
among a race of giants. In the former case, when the imagination of the story-teller has exhausted itself in every species of
hyperbole, in order to describe the diminutive size of his hero,
the interest of the tale is at an end; but in the romance of the
Dean of St Patrick’s, the exquisite humour with which the
natural consequences of so strong and unusual a situation is
detailed, has a canvass on which to expand itself, as broad as
the luxuriance even of the author’s talents could desire. Gulliver
stuck into a marrow bone, and Master Thomas Thumb’s disastrous fall into the bowl of hasty-pudding, are, in the general
outline, kindred incidents; but the jets are exhausted in the latter
case, when the accident is told; whereas in the former, it lies not
so much in the comparatively pigmy size which subjected
Gulliver to such a ludicrous misfortune, as in the tone of grave
and dignified feeling with which he resents the disgrace of the
incident.
In the class of fictitious narrations to which we allude, the
author opens a sort of account-current with the reader; drawing
upon him, in the first place, for credit to that degree of the
marvellous which he proposes to employ; and becoming virtually
bound, in consequence of this indulgence, that his personages
shall conduct themselves, in the extraordinary circumstances in
which they are placed, according to the rules of probability, and
the nature of the human heart. In this view, the probable is far
from being laid out of sight even amid the wildest freaks of imagination; on the contrary, we grant the extraordinary postulates
which the author demands as the foundation of his narrative,
only on condition of his deducing the consequences with logical
precision.
We have only to add, that this class of fiction has been sometimes applied to the purposes of political satire, and sometimes
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to the general illustration of the powers and workings of the
human mind. Swift, Bergerac, and others, have employed it for
the former purpose, and a good illustration of the latter is the
well known Saint Leon of William Godwin. In this latter work,
assuming the possibility of the transmutation of metals and of
the elixir vitœ, the author has deduced, in the course of his narrative, the probable consequences of the possession of such secrets
upon the fortunes and mind of him who might enjoy them.
Frankenstein is a novel upon the same plan with Saint Leon; it is
said to be written by Mr Percy Bysshe Shelley [believed to be the
author], who, if we are rightly informed, is son-in-law to Mr
Godwin; and it is inscribed to that ingenious author.
In the preface, the author lays claim to rank his [sic] work
among the class which we have endeavoured to describe.
The event on which this fiction is founded has been
supposed by Dr. Darwin, and some of the physiological writers of Germany, as not of impossible occurrence. I shall not
be supposed as according the remotest degree of serious
faith to such an imagination; yet, in assuming it as the basis
of a work of fancy, I have not considered myself as merely
weaving a series of supernatural terrors. The event, on
which the interest of the story depends, is exempt from the
disadvantages of a mere tale of spectres or enchantment. It
was recommended by the novelty of the situations which it
developes; and, however impossible as a physical fact,
affords a point of view to the imagination for the delineating of human passions more comprehensive and commanding, than any which the ordinary relations of existing events
can yield.
I have thus endeavoured to preserve the truth of the
elementary principles of human nature, while I have not scrupled to innovate upon their combinations. The Iliad, the
tragic poetry of Greece, – Shakespeare, in the Tempest and
Midsummer Night’s Dream, – and most especially Milton, in
Paradise Lost, conform to this rule; and the most humble
novelist, who seeks to confer or receive amusement from his
labours, may, without presumption, apply to prose fiction a
license, or rather a rule, from the adoption of which so many
exquisite combinations of human feeling have resulted in the
highest specimens of poetry.
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We shall, without farther preface, detail the particulars of the
singular story which is thus introduced.
A vessel, engaged in a voyage of discovery to the North Pole,
having become embayed among the ice at a very high latitude,
the crew, and particularly the captain or owner of the ship, are
surprised at perceiving a gigantic form pass at some distance
from them, on a car drawn by dogs, in a place where they
conceived no mortal could exist. While they are speculating on
this singular apparition, a thaw commences, and disengages
them from their precarious situation. On the next morning they
pick up, upon a floating fragment of the broken ice, a sledge like
that they had before seen, with a human being in the act of
perishing. He is with difficulty recalled to life, and proves to be
a young man of the most amiable manners and extended
acquirements, but extenuated by fatigue, and wrapped in dejection and gloom of the darkest kind. The captain of the ship, a
gentleman whose ardent love of science had engaged him on an
expedition so dangerous, becomes attached to the stranger, and
at length extorts from him the wonderful tale of his misery,
which he thus attains the means of preserving from oblivion.
Frankenstein describes himself as a native of Geneva, born
and bred up in the bosom of domestic love and affection. His
father – his friend Henry Clerval – Elizabeth, an orphan of
extreme beauty and talent, bred up in the same house with him,
are possessed of all the qualifications which could render him
happy as a son, a friend, and a lover. In the course of his studies he becomes acquainted with the works of Cornelius Agrippa,
and other authors treating of occult philosophy, on whose
venerable tomes modern neglect has scattered no slight portion
of dust. Frankenstein remains ignorant of the contempt in
which his favourites are held, until he is separated from his
family to pursue his studies at the university of Ingolstadt. Here
he is introduced to the wonders of modern chemistry, as well as
of natural philosophy in all its branches. Prosecuting these
sciences into their innermost and most abstruse recesses, with
unusual talent and unexampled success, he at length makes that
discovery on which the marvellous part of the work is
grounded. His attention had been especially bound to the structure of the human frame and of the principle of life. He engaged
in physiological researches of the most recondite and abstruse
nature, searching among charnel vaults and in dissection rooms,
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and the objects most insupportable to the delicacy of human
feelings, in order to trace the minute chain of causation which
takes place in the change from life to death, and from death to
life. In the midst of this darkness a light broke in upon him.
‘Remember,’ says his narrative, ‘I am not recording the vision
of a madman. The sun does not more certainly shine in the
heavens than that which I now affirm is true. Some miracle
might have produced it, yet the stages of the discovery were
distinct and probable. After days and nights of incredible
labour and fatigue, I succeeded in discovering the cause of
generation and life; nay, more, I became myself capable of
bestowing animation upon lifeless matters.’
This wonderful discovery impelled Frankenstein to avail
himself of his art by the creation (if we dare to call it so), or
formation of a living and sentient being. As the minuteness of
the parts formed a great difficulty, he constructed the figure
which he proposed to animate of a gigantic size, that is, about
eight feet high, and strong and large in proportion. The feverish anxiety with which the young philosopher toils through the
horrors of his secret task, now dabbling among the unhallowed
relics of the grave, and now torturing the living animal to
animate the lifeless clay, are described generally, but with great
vigour of language. Although supported by the hope of producing a new species that should bless him as its creator and
source, he nearly sinks under the protracted labour, and loathsome details, of the work he had undertaken, and scarcely is his
fatal enthusiasm sufficient to support his nerves, or animate his
resolution. . . .
He is relieved by the arrival of the diligence [coach] from
Geneva, out of which jumps his friend Henry Clerval, who had
come to spend a season at the college. Compelled to carry
Clerval to his lodgings, which, he supposed, must still contain
the prodigious and hideous specimen of his Promethean art, his
feelings are again admirably described, allowing always for the
extraordinary cause supposed to give them birth. . . .
The animated monster is heard of no more for a season.
Frankenstein pays the penalty of his rash researchers into the
arcana of human nature, in a long illness, after which the two
friends prosecute their studies for two years in uninterrupted
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quiet. Frankenstein, as may be supposed, abstaining, with a sort
of abhorrence, from those in which he had once so greatly
delighted. At the lapse of this period, he is made acquainted
with a dreadful misfortune which has befallen his family, by the
violent death of his youngest brother, an interesting child, who,
while straying from his keeper, had been murdered by some
villain in the walks of Plainpalais. The marks of strangling were
distinct on the neck of the unfortunate infant, and a gold ornament which it wore, and which was amissing, was supposed to
have been the murderer’s motive for perpetrating the crime.
At this dismal intelligence, Frankenstein flies to Geneva, and
impelled by fraternal affection, visits the spot where this horrid
accident had happened. In the midst of a thunder-storm, with
which the evening had closed, and just as he had attained the
fatal spot on which Victor had been murdered, a flash of lightning displays to him the hideous demon to which he had given
life, gliding towards a neighbouring precipice. Another flash
shows him hanging among the cliffs, up which he scrambles
with far more than mortal agility, and is seen no more. The
inference, that this being was the murderer of his brother,
flashed on Frankenstein’s mind as irresistibly as the lightening
itself, and he was tempted to consider the creature whom he had
cast among mankind to work, it would seem, acts of horror and
depravity, nearly in the light of his own vampire let loose from
the grave, and destined to destroy all that was dear to him.
Frankenstein was right in his apprehensions. Justine, the
maid to whom the youthful Victor had been intrusted, is found
to be in possession of the golden trinket which had been taken
from the child’s person; and, by a combination of circumstantial
evidence, she is concluded to be the murderess, and, as such
condemned to death, and executed. It does not appear that
Frankenstein attempted to avert her fate, by communicating his
horrible secret; but, indeed, who would have given him credit,
or in what manner could he have supported his tale?
In a solitary expedition to the top of Mount Aveyron, undertaken to dispel the melancholy which clouded his mind,
Frankenstein unexpectedly meets with the monster he had
animated, who compels him to a conference and a parley. The
material demon gives an account, at great length, of his history
since his animation, of the mode in which he acquired various
points of knowledge, and of the disasters which befell him,
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when, full of benevolence and philanthropy, he endeavoured to
introduce himself into human society. The most material part of
his education was acquired in a ruinous pig-sty – a Lyceum
which this strange student occupied, he assures us, for a good
many months undiscovered, and in constant observance of the
motions of an amiable family, from imitating whom, he learns
the use of language, and other accomplishments, much more
successfully than Caliban, though the latter had a conjuror to
his tutor. This detail is not only highly improbable, but it is injudicious, as its unnecessary minuteness tends rather too much to
familiarize us with the being whom it regards, and who loses, by
the lengthy oration, some part of the mysterious sublimity
annexed to his first appearance. The result is, this monster, who
was at first, according to his own account, but a harmless
monster, becomes ferocious and malignant, in consequence of
finding all his approaches to human society repelled with injurious violence and offensive marks of disgust. Some papers
concealed in his dress, acquainted him with the circumstances
and person to whom he owned his origin; and the hate which
he felt towards the whole human race was now concentrated in
resentment against Frankenstein. In this humour he murdered
the child, and disposed the picture so as to induce a belief of
Justice’s guilt. The last is an inartificial circumstance: this indirect mode of mischief was not likely to occur to the being the
narrative presents to us. The conclusion of this strange narrative
is a peremptory demand on the part of the demon, as he is
usually termed, that Frankenstein should renew his fearful
experiment, and create for him an helpmate hideous as himself,
who should have no pretence for shunning his society. On this
condition he promises to withdraw to some distant desert, and
shun the human race for ever. If his creator shall refuse him this
consolation, he vows the prosecution of the most frightful
vengeance. Frankenstein, after a long pause of reflection, imagines he sees that the justice due to the miserable being, as well
as to mankind, who might be exposed to so much misery, from
the power and evil dispositions of a creature who could climb
perpendicular cliffs and exist among glaciers, demanded that he
should comply with the request; and granted his promise
accordingly.
Frankenstein retreats to one of the distant islands of the
Orcades, that in secrecy and solitude he might resume his
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detestable and ill-omened labours, which now were doubly
hideous, since he was deprived of the enthusiasm with which he
formerly prosecuted them. As he is sitting one night in his laboratory, and recollecting the consequences of his fist essay in the
Promethean art, he begins to hesitate concerning the right he
had to form another being as malignant and blood-thirsty as
that he had unfortunately already animated. It is evident that he
would thereby give the demon the means of propagating a
hideous race, superior to mankind in strength and hardihood,
who might render the very existence of the present human race
a condition precarious and full of terror. Just as these reflections
lead him to the conclusion that his promise was criminal, and
ought not to be kept, he looks up, and sees, by the light of the
moon, the demon at the casement.
A ghastly grin wrinkled his lips as he gazed on me, where I
sat fulfilling the task which he allotted to me. Yes, he had
followed me in my travels; and had loitered in forests, hid
himself in caves, or taken refuge in wide and desert heaths;
and he now came to mark my progress, and claim the fulfilment of my promise.
As I looked on him, his countenance expressed the utmost
extent of malice and treachery. I thought with a sensation of
madness on my promise of creating another like to him, and,
trembling with passion, tore to pieces the thing on which I
was engaged. The wretch saw me destroy the creature on
whose future existence he depended for happiness, and, with
a howl of devilish despair and revenge, withdrew.
At a subsequent interview, described with the same wild
energy, all treaty is broken off betwixt Frankenstein and the
work of his hands, and they part on terms of open and declared
hatred and defiance. Our limits do not allow us to trace in detail
the progress of the demon’s vengeance. Clerval falls its first
victim, and under circumstances which had very nearly
conducted the new Prometheus to the gallows as his supposed
murderer. Elizabeth, his bride, is next strangled on her weddingnight; his father dies of grief; and at length Frankenstein, driven
to despair and distraction, sees nothing left for him in life but
vengeance on the singular cause of his misery. With this purpose
he pursues the monster from clime to clime, receiving only such
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intimations of his being on the right scent, as served to show
that the demon delighted in thus protracting his fury and his
sufferings. At length, after the flight and pursuit had terminated
among the frost-fogs and icy islands of the northern ocean, and
just when he had a glimpse of his adversary, the ground sea was
heard, the ice gave way, and Frankenstein was placed in the
perilous situation in which he is first introduced to the reader.
Exhausted by his sufferings, but still breathing vengeance
against the being which at once this creature and his persecutor,
this unhappy victim to physiological discovery expires just as
the clearing away of the ice permits Captain Walton’s vessel to
hoist sail for their return to Britain. At midnight, the demon,
who had been his destroyer, is discovered in the cabin, lamenting over the corpse of the person who gave him being. To
Walton he attempts to justify his resentment towards the human
race, while, at the same time, he acknowledges himself a wretch
who had murdered the lovely and the helpless, and pursued to
irremediable ruin his creator, the select specimen of all that was
worthy of love and admiration.
‘Fear not,’ he continues, addressing the astonished Walton,
‘that I shall be the instrument of future mischief. My work is
nearly complete. Neither yours nor any man’s death is needed
to consummate the series of my being, and accomplish that
which must be done; but it requires my own. Do no think that
I shall be slow to perform this sacrifice. I shall quite your
vessel on the ice-raft which brought me hither, and shall seek
the most northern extremity of the globe; I shall collect my
funeral pile, and consume to ashes this miserable frame, that
its remains may afford no light to any curious and unhallowed
wretch, who would create such another as I have been’ –
He sprung 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.
Whether this singular being executed his purpose or no, must
necessarily remain an uncertainty, unless the voyage of discovery to the north pole should throw any light on the subject.
So concludes this extraordinary tale, in which the author
seems to us to disclose uncommon powers of poetic imagination. The feeling with which we perused the unexpected and
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fearful, yet, allowing the possibility of the event, very natural
conclusion of Frankenstein’s experiment, shook a little even our
firm nerves; although such and so numerous have been the
expedients for exciting terror employed by the romantic writers
of the age, that the reader may adopt Macbeth’s words with a
slight alteration:
We have supp’d full with horrors:
Direness, familiar to our ‘callous’ thoughts,
Cannot once startle us.
It is no slight merit in our eyes, that the tale, though wild in
incident, is written in plain and forcible English, without
exhibiting that mixture of hyperbolical Germanisms with which
tales of wonder are usually told, as if it were necessary that the
language should be as extravagant as the fiction. The ideas of
the author are always clearly as well as forcibly expressed; and
his descriptions of landscape have in them the choice requisites
of truth, freshness, precision, and beauty. The self-education of
the monster, considering the slender opportunities of acquiring
knowledge that he possessed, we have already noticed as
improbable and overstrained. That he should have not only
learned to speak, but to read, and, for aught we know, to write
– that he should have become acquainted with Werther, and
Plutarch’s Lives, and with Paradise Lost, by listening through a
hole in a wall, seems as unlikely as that he should have
acquired, in the same way, the problems of Euclid, or the art of
book-keeping by single and double entry. The author has
however two apologies – the first, the necessity that his monster
should acquire those endowments, and the other, that his neighbours were engaged in teaching the language of the country to
a young foreigner. His progress in self-knowledge, and the
acquisition of information, is, after all, more wonderful than
that of Hai Eben Yokhdan, or Automathes, or the hero of the
little romance could The Child of Nature, one of which works
might perhaps suggest the train of ideas followed by the author
of Frankenstein. We should also be disposed, in support of the
principles with which we set out, to question whether the
monster, how tall, agile, and strong however, could have perpetrated so much mischief undiscovered, or pass through so many
countries without being secured, either on account of his crimes,
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or for the benefit of some such speculator as Mr Polito, who
would have been happy to have added to his museum so curious a specimen of natural history. But as we have consented to
admit the leading incident of the work, perhaps some of our
readers may be of opinion, that to stickle upon lesser improbabilities, is to incur the censure bestowed by the Scottish proverb
on those who start at straws, after swallowing windlings.
The following lines which occur in the second volume, mark,
we think, that the author possesses the same facility in expressing himself in verse as in prose.
We rest; a dream has power to poison sleep.
We rise; one wand’ring thought pullutes the day.
We feel, conceive, or reason; laugh, or weep,
Embrace fond wo, or cast our cares away;
It is the same: for, be it joy or sorrow,
The path of its departure still is free.
Man’s yesterday may ne’er be like his morrow;
Nought may endure but mutability!
Upon the whole, the work impresses us with a high idea of
the author’s original genius and happy power of expression. We
shall be delighted to hear that he has aspired to the paullo
majora; and in the mean time, congratulate our readers upon a
novel which excites new reflections and untried sources of
emotion. If Gray’s definition of Paradise, to lie on a couch,
namely, and read new novels, come any thing near truth, no
small praise is due to him, who, like the author of Frankenstein,
has enlarged the sphere of that fascinating enjoyment.
Note
1. From Blackwood’s Magazine, ii (1818).

JANE AUSTEN
Extract from Northanger Abbey1
‘Dear creature! How much I am obliged to you; and when you
have finished Udolpho, we will read the Italian together; and I
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have made out a list of ten or twelve more of the same kind for
you.’
‘Have you, indeed! How glad I am! – What are they all?’
‘I will read you their names directly; here they are, in my
pocket-book. Castle of Wolfenbach, Clermont, Mysterious
Warnings, Necromancer of the Black Forest, Midnight Bell,
Orphan of the Rhine, and Horrid Mysteries. Those will last us
some time.’
‘Yes, pretty well; but are they all horrid, are you sure they are
all horrid?’
‘Yes, quite sure . . .’
Note
1. From Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey (1818), chapter 6.

THOMAS LOVE PEACOCK
Extract from Nightmare Abbey1
MARIONETTA

My cousin Scythrop has of late had an air of mystery about him,
which gives me great uneasiness.
MR FLOSKY

That is strange: nothing is so becoming to a man as an air of
mystery. Mystery is the very key-stone of all that is beautiful in
poetry, all that is sacred in faith, and all that is recondite in transcendental psychology. I am writing a ballad which is all
mystery; it is ‘such stuff as dreams are made of’, and is, indeed,
stuff made of a dream; for, last night I fell asleep as usual over
a book, and had a vision of pure reason. I composed five
hundred lines in my sleep . . .
Note
1. From Thomas Love Peacock, Nightmare Abbey/Crotchet Castle,
ed. Raymond Wright (Harmondsworth: Penguin, [1820] 1986),
p. 83.
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CHARLES MATURIN
Melmoth, The Wanderer, Preface to 1820 edition1
The hint of this Romance (or Tale) was taken from a passage
in one of my Sermons, which (as it is to be presumed very few
have read) I shall here take the liberty to quote. The passage is
this.
At this moment is there one of us present, however we may
have departed from the Lord, disobeyed his will, and disregarded his word – is there one of us who would, at this
moment, accept all that man could bestow, or earth afford, to
resign the hope of his salvation? – No, there is not one – not
such a fool on earth, were the enemy of mankind to traverse
it with the offer!
This passage suggested the idea of ‘Melmoth the Wanderer’. The
Reader will find that idea developed in the following pages,
with what power of success he is to decide.
The ‘Spaniard’s Tale’ has been censured by a friend to whom
I read it, as containing too much attempt at the revivification of
the horrors of Radcliffe-Romance, of the persecutions of
convents, and the terrors of the Inquisition.
I defended myself, by trying to point out to my friend, that I
had made the misery of conventual life depend less on the startling adventures one meets with in romances, than on that irritating series of petty torments which constitutes the misery of
life in general, and which, amid the tideless stagnation of
monastic existence, solitude gives its inmates leisure to invent,
and power combined with malignity, the full disposition to
practise. I trust this defence will operate more on the conviction
of the Reader, than it did on that of my friend.
For the rest of the Romance, there are some parts of it which
I have borrowed from real life. . . . I cannot appear before the
public in so unseemly a character as that of a writer of
romances, without regretting the necessity that compels me to
it. Did my profession furnish me with the means of subsistence,
I should hold myself culpable indeed in having recourse to any
other, but am I allowed the choice?
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Note
1. From Charles Maturin, Melmoth, The Wanderer, ed. Alethea
Hayter (Harmondsworth: Penguin, [1820] 1977).

ANN RADCLIFFE
‘On the Supernatural in Poetry’1
One of our travellers began a grave dissertation on the illusions
of the imagination. ‘And not only on frivolous occasions,’ said
he, ‘but in the most important pursuits of life, an object often
flatters and charms at a distance, which vanishes into nothing as
we approach it: and ’tis well if it leave only disappointment in
our hearts. Sometimes a severer monitor is left there.’
These truisms, delivered with an air of discovery by Mr S—,
who seldom troubled himself to think upon any subject, except
that of a good dinner, were lost upon his companion, who, pursuing the airy conjectures which the present scene, however
humble, had called up, was following Shakspeare into unknown
regions. ‘Where is now the undying spirit,’ said he, ‘that could so
exquisitely perceive and feel? that could inspire itself with the various characters of this world, and create worlds of its own; to
which the grand and the beautiful, the gloomy and the sublime of
visible Nature, up-called not only corresponding feelings, but
passions; which seemed to perceive a soul in every thing: and thus,
in the secret workings of its own characters, and in the combinations of its incidents, kept the elements and local scenery always in
unison with them, heightening their effect. So the conspirators at
Rome pass under the fiery showers and sheeted lightning of the
thunder-storm, to meet, at midnight, in the porch of Pompey’s
theatre. The streets being then deserted by the affrighted multitude, that place, open as it was, was convenient for their council;
and, as to the storm, they felt it not; it was not more terrible to
them than their own passions, nor so terrible to others as the
dauntless spirit that makes them, almost unconsciously, brave its
fury. These appalling circumstances, with others of supernatural
import, attended the fall of the conqueror of the world – a man,
whose power Cassius represents to be dreadful as this night, when
the sheeted dead were seen in the lightning to glide along the
streets of Rome. How much does the sublimity of these attendant
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circumstances heighten our idea of the power of Caesar, of the
terrific grandeur of his character, and prepare and interest us for
his fate. The whole soul is roused and fixed, in the full energy of
attention, upon the progress of the conspiracy against him; and,
had not Shakspeare wisely withdrawn him from our view, there
would have been no balance of our passions.’ – ‘Caesar was a
tyrant,’ said Mr S—, W— looked at him for a moment, and
smiled, and then silently resumed the course of his own thoughts.
No master ever knew how to touch the accordant springs of
sympathy by small circumstances like our own Shakspeare. In
Cymbeline, for instance, how finely such circumstances are made
use of, to awaken, at once, solemn expectation and tenderness,
and, by recalling the softened remembrance of a sorrow long past,
to prepare the mind to melt at one that was approaching, mingling
at the same time, by means of a mysterious occurrence, a slight
tremour of awe with our pity. Thus, when Belarius and Arviragus
return to the cave where they had left the unhappy and worn-out
Imogen to repose, while they are yet standing before it, and
Arviragus, speaking of her with tenderest pity, as ‘the poor sick
Fidele,’ goes out to enquire for her, – solemn music is heard from
the cave, sounded by that harp of which Guiderius says, ‘Since the
death of my dearest mother, it did not speak before. All solemn
things should answer solemn accidents.’ Immediately Arviragus
enters with Fidele senseless in his arms:
‘The bird is dead, that we have made so much of.
– How found you him?
Stark, as you see, thus smiling.
– I though he slept, and put
My clouted brogues from off my feet, whose rudeness
Answered my steps too loud.’ – ‘Why he but sleeps!’
‘With fairest flowers
While summer lasts, AND I LIVE HERE, FIDELE,
I’ll sweeten thy sad grave –.’
Tears alone can speak the touching simplicity of the whole
scene. Macbeth shows, by many instances, how much
Shakspeare delighted to heighten the effect of his characters and
his story by correspondent scenery: there the desolate heath, the
troubled elements, assist the mischief of his malignant beings.
But who, after hearing Macbeth’s thrilling question –
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– What are these,
So withered and so wild in their attire,
That look not like the inhabitants o’ the earth,
And yet are on’t?

who would have thought of reducing them to mere human
beings, by attiring them not only like the inhabitants of the earth,
but in the dress of a particular country, and making them downright Scotch-women? thus not only contradicting the very words
of Macbeth, but withdrawing from these cruel agents of the
passions all that strange and supernatural air which had made
them so affecting to the imagination, and which was entirely
suitable to the solemn and important events they were foretelling
and accomplishing. Another improvement on Shakspeare is the
introducing a crowd of witches thus arrayed, instead of the three
beings ‘so withered and so wild in their attire.’
About the latter part of this sentence, W—, as he was apt to
do, thought aloud, and Mr S— said, ‘I, now, have sometimes
considered, that it was quite sensible to make Scotch witches on
the stage, appear like Scotch women. You must recollect that, in
the superstition concerning witches, they lived familiarly upon
the earth, mortal sorcerers, and were not always known from
mere old women; consequently they must have appeared in the
dress of the country where they happened to live, or they would
have been more than suspected of witchcraft, which we find was
not always the case.’
‘You are speaking of old women, and not of witches,’ said
W— laughing, ‘and I must more than suspect you of crediting
that obsolete superstition which destroyed so many wretched,
yet guiltless persons, if I allow your argument to have any force.
I am speaking of the only real witch – the witch of the poet; and
all our notions and feelings connected with terror accord with
his. The wild attire, the look not of this earth, are essential traits
of supernatural agents, working evil in the darkness of mystery.
Whenever the poet’s witch condescends, according to the vulgar
notion, to mingle mere ordinary mischief with her malignity,
and to become familiar, she is ludicrous, and loses her power
over the imagination; the illusion vanishes. So vexatious is the
effect of the stage-witches upon my mind, that I should probably
have left the theatre when they appeared, had not the fascination
of Mrs Siddons’s influence so spread itself over the whole play,
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as to overcome my disgust, and to make me forget even
Shakspeare himself; while all consciousness of fiction was lost,
and his thought lived and breathed before me in the very form of
truth. Mrs Siddons, like Shakpeare, always disappears in the
character she represents, and throws an illusion over the whole
scene around her, that conceals many defects in the arrangements
of the theatre. I should suppose she would be the finest Hamlet
that ever appeared, excelling even her own brother in that character; she would more fully preserve the tender and refined
melancholy, the deep sensibility, which are the peculiar charm of
Hamlet, and which appear not only in the ardour, but in the
occasional irresolution and weakness of his character – the secret
spring that reconciles all his inconsistencies. A sensibility so
profound can with difficulty be justly imagined, and therefore
can very rarely be assumed. Her brother’s firmness, incapable of
being always subdued, does not so fully enhance, as her tenderness would, this part of the character. The strong light which
shows the mountains of a landscape in all their greatness, and
with all their rugged sharpness, gives them nothing of the interest with which a more gloomy tint would invest their grandeur:
dignifying, though it softens, and magnifying, while it obscures.’
‘I still think,’ said Mr S—, without attending to these
remarks, ‘that, in a popular superstition, it is right to go with
the popular notions, and dress your witches like the old women
of the place where they are supposed to have appeared.’
‘As far as these notions prepare us for the awe which the poet
designs to excite, I agree with you that he is right in availing
himself to them; but, for this purpose, every thing familiar and
common should be carefully avoided. In nothing has
Shakspeare been more successful than in this; and in another
case somewhat more difficult – that of selecting circumstances
of manners and appearance for his supernatural beings, which,
though wild and remote, in the highest degree, from common
apprehension, never shock the understanding by incompatibility with themselves – never compel us, for an instant, to recollect that here was a licence for extravagance. Above every ideal
being is the ghost of Hamlet, with all its attendant incidents of
time and place. The dark watch upon the remote platform, the
dreary aspect of the night, the very expression of the office on
guard, “the air bites shrewdly; it is very cold;” the recollection
of a star, an unknown world, are all circumstances which excite
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forlorn, melancholy, and solemn feelings, and dispose us to
welcome, with trembling curiosity, and awful being that draws
near; and to indulge in that strange mixture of horror, pity, and
indignation, produced by the tale it reveals. Every minute
circumstance of the scene between those watching on the platform, and of that between them and Horatio, preceding the
entrance of the apparition, contributes to excite some feeling of
dreariness, or melancholy, or solemnity, or expectation, in
unison with, and leading on toward that high curiosity and
thrilling awe with which we witness the conclusion of the scene.
So the first question of Bernardo, and the words in reply, “Stand
and unfold yourself.” But there is not a single circumstance in
either dialogue, not even in this short one, with which the play
opens, that does not take its secret effect upon the imagination.
It ends with Bernardo desiring his brother-officer, after having
asked whether he had held “quiet watch,” to hasten the guard,
if he should chance to meet them; and we immediately feel
ourselves alone on this dreary ground.
‘When Horatio enters, the challenge – the dignified answers,
“Friends to this ground, and liegemen to the Dane,” – the question of Horatio to Bernardo, touching the apparition – the
unfolding of the reason why “Horatio has consented to watch
with them the minutes of this night” – the sitting down
together, while Bernardo relates the particulars of what they
had seen for two nights; and, above all, the few lines with
which he begins his story, “Last night of all,” and the distinguishing, by the situation of “yon same star,” the very point of
time when the spirit had appeared – the abruptness with which
he breaks off, “the bell then beating one” – the instant appearance of the ghost, as though ratifying the story for the very
truth itself – all these are circumstances which the deepest
sensibility only could have suggested, and which, if you read
them a thousand times, still continue to affect you almost as
much as the first. I thrill with delighted awe, even while I recollect and mention them, as instances of the exquisite art of the
poet.’
‘Certainly you must be very superstitious,’ said Mr S—, ‘or
such things could not interest you thus.’
‘There are few people less so than I am,’ replied W—, ‘or I
understand myself and the meaning of superstition very ill.’
‘That is quite paradoxical.’
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‘It appears so, but so it is not. If I cannot explain this, take it
as a mystery of the human mind.’
‘If it were possible for me to believe the appearance of ghosts
at all,’ replied Mr S—, ‘it would certainly be the ghost of
Hamlet; but I never can suppose such things; they are out of all
reason and probability.’
‘You would believe the immortality of the soul,’ said W—,
with solemnity, ‘even without the aid of revelation; yet our
confined faculties cannot comprehend how the soul may exist
after separation from the body. I do not absolutely know that
spirits are permitted to become visible to us on earth; yet that
they may be permitted to appear for very rare and important
purposes, such as could scarcely have been accomplished without an equal suspension, or a momentary change, of the laws
prescribed to what we call Nature – that is, without one more
exercise of the same CREATIVE POWER of which we must
acknowledge so many millions of existing instances, and by
which alone we ourselves at this moment breathe, think, or
disquisite at all, cannot be impossible, and, I think, is probable.
Now, probability is enough for the poet’s justification, the ghost
being supposed to have come for an important purpose. Oh, I
should never be weary of dwelling on the perfection of
Shakspeare, in his management of every scene connected with
that most solemn and mysterious being, which takes such entire
possession of the imagination, that we hardly seem conscious
we are beings of this world while we contemplate “the extravagant and erring spirit.” The spectre departs, accompanied by
natural circumstances as touching as those with which he had
approached. It is by the strange light of the glow-worm, which
“gins to pale his ineffectual fire”; it is at the first scent of the
morning air – the living breath, that the apparition retires.
There is, however, no little vexation in seeing the ghost of
Hamlet played. The finest imagination is requisite to give the
due colouring to such a character on the stage; and yet almost
any actor is thought capable of performing it. In the scene where
Haratio breaks his secret to Hamlet, Shakspeare, still true to the
touch of circumstances, makes the time evening, and marks it by
the very words of Hamlet, “Good even, sir,” which Hanmer and
Warburton changed, without any reason, to “good morning”,
thus making Horatio relate his most interesting and solemn
story by the clear light of the cheerfullest part of the day; when
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busy sounds are stirring, and the sun itself seems to contradict
every doubtful tale, and lessen every feeling of terror. The
discord of this must immediately be understood by those who
have bowed the willing soul to the poet.’
‘How happens it then,’ said Mr S—, ‘that objects of terror
sometimes strike us very forcibly, when introduced into scenes
of gaiety and splendour, as, for instance, in the Banquet scene in
Macbeth?’
‘They strike, then, chiefly by the force of contrast,’ said W—;
‘but the effect, though sudden and strong, is also transient; it is
the thrill of horror and surprise, which they then communicate,
rather than the deep and solemn feelings excited under more
accordant circumstances, and left long upon the mind. Who
ever suffered for the ghost of Banquo, the gloomy and sublime
kind of terror, which that of Hamlet calls forth? though the
appearance of Banquo, at the high festival of Macbeth, not only
tells us that he is murdered, but recalls to our minds the fate of
the gracious Duncan, laid in silence and death by those who, in
this very scene, are revelling in his spoils. There, though deep
pity mingles with our surprise and horror, we experience a far
less degree of interest, and that interest too of an inferior kind.
The union of grandeur and obscurity, which Mr Burke describes
as a sort of tranquillity [sic] tinged with terror, and which causes
the sublime, is to be found only in Hamlet; or in scenes where
circumstances of the same kind prevail.’
‘That may be,’ said Mr S—, ‘and I perceive you are not one
of those who contend that obscurity does not make any part of
the sublime.’ ‘They must be men of very cold imaginations,’ said
W—, ‘with whom certainty is more terrible than surmise. Terror
and horror are so far opposite, that the first expands the soul,
and awakens the faculties to a high degree of life; the other
contracts, freezes, and nearly annihilates them. I apprehend,
that neither Shakspeare nor Milton by their fictions, nor Mr
Burke by his reasoning, anywhere looked to positive horror as
a source of the sublime, though they all agree that terror is a
very high one; and where lies the great difference between
horror and terror, but in the uncertainty and obscurity, that
accompany the first, respecting the dreaded evil?’
‘But what say you to Milton’s image – “On his brow sat
horror plumed.” ’
‘As an image, it certainly is sublime, it fills the mind with an
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idea of power, but it does not follow that Milton intended to
declare the feeling of horror to be sublime; and after all, his image
imparts more of terror than of horror; for it is not distinctly
pictured forth, but is seen in glimpses through obscuring shades,
the great outlines only appearing, which excite the imagination to
complete the rest; he only says, “sat horror plumed”; you will
observe, that the look of horror and the other characteristics are
left to the imagination of the reader; and according to the
strength of that, he will feel Milton’s image to be either sublime
or otherwise. Milton, when he sketched it, probably felt, that not
even his art could fill up the outline, and present to other eyes the
countenance which his “mind’s eye” gave to him. Now, if obscurity has so much effect on fiction, what must it have in real life,
when to ascertain the object of our terror, is frequently to acquire
the means of escaping it. You will observe, that this image,
though indistinct or obscure, is not confused.’
‘How can any thing be indistinct and not confused?’ said Mr
S—.
‘Ay, that question is from the new school,’ replied W—; ‘but
recollect, that obscurity, or indistinctness, is only a negative,
which leaves the imagination to act upon the few hints that truth
reveals to it; confusion is a thing as positive as distinctness,
though not necessarily so palpable; and it may, be mingling and
confounding one image with another, absolutely counteract the
imagination, instead of exciting it. Obscurity leaves something
for the imagination to exaggerate; confusion, by blurring one
image into another, leaves only a chaos in which the mind can
find nothing to be magnificent, nothing to nourish its fears or
doubts, or to act upon in any way; yet confusion and obscurity
are terms used indiscriminately by those, who would prove that
Shakspeare and Milton were wrong when they employed obscurity as a cause of the sublime, that Mr Burke was equally
mistaken in his reasoning upon the subject, and that mankind
have been equally in error, as to the nature of their own feelings,
when they were acted upon by the illusions of those great masters
of the imagination, at whose so potent bidding, the passions have
been awakened from their sleep, and by whose magic a crowded
Theatre has been changed to a lonely shore, to a witch’s cave, to
an enchanted island, to a murderer’s castle, to the ramparts of an
usurper, to the battle, to the midnight carousal of the camp or the
tavern, to every various scene of the living world.’
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‘Yet there are poets, and great ones too,’ said Mr S—, ‘whose
minds do not appear to have been very susceptible of those
circumstances of time and space – of what you, perhaps, would
call the picturesque in feeling – which you seem to think so
necessary to the attainment of any powerful effect on the imagination. What say you to Dryden?’
‘That he had a very strong imagination, a fertile wit, a mind
well prepared by education, and great promptness of feeling;
but he had not – at least not in good proportion to his other
qualifications – that delicacy of feeling, which we call taste;
moreover, that his genius was overpowered by the prevailing
taste of the court, and by an intercourse with the world, too
often humiliating, to his morals, and destructive of his sensibility. Milton’s better morals protected his genius, and his imagination was not lowered by the world.’
‘Then you seem to think there may be great poets, without a
full perception of the picturesque; I mean by picturesque, the
beautiful and grand in nature and art – and with little susceptibility to what you would call the accordant circumstances, the
harmony of which is essential to any powerful effect upon your
feelings.’
‘No; I cannot allow that. Such men may have high talents,
wit, genius, judgment, but not the soul of poetry, which is the
spirit of all these, and also something wonderfully higher –
something too fine for definition. It certainly includes an instantaneous perception, and an exquisite love of whatever is graceful, grand, and sublime, with the power of seizing and
combining such circumstances of them, as to strike and interest
a reader by the representation, even more than a general view of
the real scene itself could do. Whatever this may be called,
which crowns the mind of a poet, and distinguishes it from
every other mind, our whole heart instantly acknowledges it in
Shakspeare, Milton, Gray, Collins, Beattie, and a very few
others, not excepting Thomson, to whose powers the sudden
tear of delight and admiration bears at once both testimony and
tribute. How deficient Dryden was of a poet’s feelings in the fine
province of the beautiful and the graceful, is apparent from his
alteration of the Tempest, by which he has not only lessened the
interest by incumbering the plot, but has absolutely disfigured
the character of Miranda, whose simplicity, whose tenderness
and innocent affections, might, to use Shakspeare’s own words
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in another play, “be shrined in crystal.” A love of moral beauty
is as essential in the mind of a poet, as a love of picturesque
beauty. There is as much difference between the tone of
Dryden’s moral feelings and those of Milton, as there is between
their perceptions of the grand and the beautiful in nature. Yet,
when I recollect the “Alexander’s Feast,” I am astonished at the
powers of Dryden, and at my own daring opinions upon them;
and should be ready to unsay much that I have said, did I not
consider this particular instance of the power of music upon
Dryden’s mind, to be as wonderful as any instance he has exhibited of the effect of that enchanting art in his sublime ode. I
cannot, however, allow it to be the finest ode in the English
language, so long as I remember Gray’s Bard, and Collins’s Ode
on the Passions. – But, to return to Shakspeare, I have sometimes thought, as I walked in the deep shade of the North
Terrace of Windsor Castle, when the moon shone on all beyond,
that the scene must have been present in Shakspeare’s mind,
when he drew the night-scenes in Hamlet; and, as I have stood
on the platform, which there projects over the precipice, and
have heard only the measured step of a sentinel or the clink of
his arms, and have seen his shadow passing by moonlight, at the
foot of the high Eastern tower, I have almost expected to see the
royal shade armed cap-a-pee standing still on the lonely platform before me. The very star – “yon same star that’s westward
from the pole” – seemed to watch over the Western towers of
the Terrace, whose high dark lines marked themselves upon the
heavens. All has been so still and shadowy, so great and solemn,
that the scene appeared fit for “no mortal business nor any
sounds that the earth owns.” Did you ever observe the fine
effect of the Eastern tower, when you stand near the Western
end of the North Terrace, and its tall profile rears itself upon the
sky, from nearly the base to the battled top, the lowness of the
parapet permitting this? It is most striking at night, when the
stars appear, at different heights, upon its tall dark line, and
when the sentinel on watch moves a shadowy figure at its foot.’
Note
1. From New Monthly Magazine, vol. 16, no. 1 (1826), pp. 145–52.
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