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PREFACE 

The recently reawakened interest in Gothic literature, manifested 

in numerous books, articles, and dissertations written over the last two 

decades, led me to investigate and revaluate the Gothic romances of Mrs. 

Ann Radcliffe in the light of modern scholarship. In the course of my 

investigation, I discovered that the existing scholarship on Mrs. Rad-

cliffe was inadequate in that while it placed her work in the proper 

historical perspective, the intrinsic merits of her novels never had 

been assessed properly. The paucity of critical material on Mrs. Rad

clif fe and the inadequacy of most of that which does exist led to this 

study, which I hope fills at least one of the gaps in Radcliffe 

scholarship. 

Since Mrs. Radcliffe was the most popular and influential 

novelist of the period from 1790 to about 1810, it is surprising that 

she has not received more critical attention. Only one modern biography 

exists, Aline Grant's Ann Radcliffe (Denver, 1951), and on the whole it 

is a weak effort, little more than T. N. Talfourd's "Memoir" (contained 

in the posthumous 1826 London edition of Gaston de Blondeville) rewrit

ten, interspersed with passages from Mrs. Radcliffe's journals, and 

filled with page after page of auctorial conjecture. Only two full-

length studies of Mrs. Radcliffe's art have been published, the doc

toral dissertations of Clara F. Mclntyre (Ann Radcliffe in Relation 
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to Her Time, New Haven, 1920) and Miss A. A. S. Wieten (Mrs. Radcliffe--

Her Relation Towards Romanticism, Amsterdam, 1926). The latter of these 

is extremely limited in that it focuses primarily on the poems that 

appear in the novels rather than on the novels themselves. Histories of 

the novel and books on Gothicism, the supernatural, or romanticism, of 

course, usually devote sections to Mrs. Radcliffe's work, but most of 

these are rather general surveys, often nothing more than plot summaries. 

The best of these, in terms of Mrs. Radcliffe's art, are the following: 

Edith Birkhead, The Tale of Terror (London, 1921); Eino Railo, The 

Haunted Castle (New York, 1927); J. M. S. Tompkins, The Popular Novel 

in England, 1770-1800 (Lincoln, Neb., 1961—first published in London, 

1932); and Devendra Varma, The Gothic Flame (London, 1957). In addition, 

Mario Praz, The Romantic Agony (London and New York, 1951), and Leslie 

Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel (New York, 1962), make 

important and provocative, although sometimes inaccurate, comments on 

Mrs. Radcliffe's art. Only a few essays on Mrs. Radcliffe have been 

published and most of them deal with either the backgrounds of her work 

or her influence on later writers. The most useful of these are Montague 

Summers' "A Great Mistress of Romance: Ann Radcliffe (1764-1823)," pub

lished in the author's Essays in Petto (London, 1928), and S. M. Ellis's 

"Ann Radcliffe and her Literary Influence," Contemporary Review, 123 

(1923), 188-197. Lee Edward Keebler's unpublished dissertation, "Ann 

Radcliffe: A Study in Achievement" (University of Wisconsin, 1967), 

also is a valuable work. 
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Such a limited bibliography of important criticism demonstrates 

the need for a full-length study of Mrs. Radcliffe's novels. I am hope

ful that this discussion, while it does not pretend to be the in-depth 

work so badly needed, will serve to focus attention on those areas of 

Mrs. Radcliffe's art most in need of revaluation. 

Since this study does not deal with any important textual 

problems, I made use of those editions of Mrs. Radcliffe's works most 

readily available to me. Although good modern editions of The Mysteries 

of Udolpho and The Italian exist (Oxford English Novels series, 1966 

and 1968 respectively), copies of the earlier novels are rather diffi

cult to locate. The only modern edition of The Romance of the Forest 

I could find was Harrison Steeves1 abridgement in his Three Eighteenth 

Century Romances (New York, 1931), and so I found it necessary to use 

the 1823 London edition from the University of Arizona collection. 

The same library provided me with the 1791 Dublin edition of A Sicilian 

Romance, a novel long out of print. Locating a copy of The Castles of 

Athlin and Dunbayne proved to be a difficult task, but the Princeton 

University library was kind enough to lend me its 1844 London edition. 

The mechanics of this dissertation, with one exception, conform 

to the guidelines established in the HI.A Style Sheet and the University 

of Arizona Manual for Theses and Dissertations. The single exception 

to these guidelines is that 1 have given complete footnote information 

on each reference the first time it is introduced in a chapter, even 

though it may have been cited in a previous chapter. This change in 



the recommended MLA form was dictated by the same logic which requires 

footnoting at the bottom of the page so that the reader does not have 

to turn to the end of each chapter of the entire study in order to 

check reference material, a procedure that causes microfilm to deter

iorate rapidly. Since complete information is given on each reference 

in each chapter, the reader is not forced to turn back several chap

ters or ahead to the bibliography in order to check reference or pub

lication data. 

My task in preparing this study was made easier by Professor 

Gene Koppel, whose advice and encouragement, both in person and through 

the mail, helped me overcome some serious difficulties in the final 

stages of putting the manuscript together. I also wish to thank 

Professors Albert Gegenheimer, Charlene Taylor, Carl Keppler, and 

Alan Burke for their many helpful suggestions. I owe a particular 

debt of thanks to Professor Oliver F. Sigworth, who took a great deal 

of time from his own scholarly pursuits, even when he was on sabbatical 

leave, to lend me assistance whenever I asked for it. Finally, I wish 

to thank the staff of the University of Arizona Library, without whose 

cooperation I would not have been able to obtain many materials central 

to this study. 
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ABSTRACT 

This study focuses on Ann Radcliffe's techniques for arousing 

and maintaining suspense and terror in the five novels she published in 

her lifetime. 

The opening chapter relates Mrs. Radcliffe's fiction to the evo

lution of the literature of sensibility and the emergence of the Gothic 

mode. British empiricism, the idea of natural benevolence, and theories 

of the picturesque and sublime are linked to the development of the 

sentimental tale of terror. Chapter Two surveys Mrs. Radcliffe's ro

mances, notes her extensive influence on later authors and on the novel 

form, and traces her fluctuating critical reputation. 

- Chapter Three is a study of the nature and function of the nov

els' major characters and of those minor figures who are important in 

terms of suspense and terror. Both the heroes and heroines are stereo

typed figures derived from the novels of sensibility; their function is 

to feel deeply the terrors and natural beauties to which they are ex

posed and to communicate their emotions to the reader. The villains 

are derived from the Machiavellian characters of Renaissance drama and 

influenced by Richardson's Lovelace and Walpole's Manfred. Their pri

mary function is to persecute, pursue, and terrify the heroines. The 

most important minor figures are the sub-villains, who join in the per

secution of the heroines, and the loquacious comic servants, whose long-

winded tales serve to build suspense by retarding the action. 

viii 
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Mrs. Radcliffe's plots, discussed in Chapter Four, are centered 

on the Richardsonian persecution-pursuit motif. Although her plots 

often are digressive, Mrs. Radcliffe maintains reader interest through 

the vivid development of individual scenes. She is particularly adept 

at developing scenes of supernatural suggestion designed to terrify 

both the heroine and hero. 

Chapter Five demonstrates how Mrs. Radcliffe applies the Burkean 

sublime to her settings. Both natural settings and Gothic buildings 

evoke sublime terror in the heroines and heroes, producing an emotional 

state which colors their responses to the situations in which they later 

find themselves. The way in which characters interpret their natural 

surroundings often serves to objectify their emotions for the reader: 

emotionally distraught characters tend to see only the sublime aspects 

of nature, while emotionally stable figures emphasize its picturesque 

and beautiful qualities. Sublime natural scenery, Gothic buildings, 

and ruins are ideal settings for the mysterious and frightening events 

central to Gothic fiction. 

The final chapter attempts to prove that Mrs. Radcliffe's 

employment of the explained supernatural is not an artistic defect, as 

the critical consensus has it, but rather is a consciously contrived 

and skillfully manipulated technique designed to signal to the reader 

the degree of fear experienced by the heroine or hero at a given moment. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's method is to arouse sublime terror in her characters by 

exposing them to appropriatie natural and architectural settings, then to 

add to their terrors by exposing them to a series of actual dangers; the 
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result of their excessive fear is that they begin to assign supernatural 

causes to natural events. By eventually providing logical explanations 

for apparently supernatural phenomena, Mrs. Radcliffe shows that the 

only phantoms are phantoms of the imagination. Such a technique sug

gests that Mrs. Radcliffe deserves to be linked with the development 

of the psychological novel. 

This study concludes that Mrs. Radcliffe's ability to fuse her 

characters, plots, and settings into one atmospheric whole results in 

a unity of effect seldom before achieved in prose fiction and ideally 

suited to the tale of terror. Her underrated ability to achieve this 

effect and her relationship to the psychological novel make it apparent 

that her romances are in need of a thorough revaluation. 



CHAPTER 1 

GOTHIC FICTION: INTELLECTUAL AND LITERARY BACKGROUNDS 

The focus of this study is on the techniques of suspense and 

terror employed by Ann Radcliffe in the five romances she published in 

her lifetime. Her ability to blend character, plot, incident, setting, 

and supernatural suggestion into one harmonious whole will be explored 

systematically in Chapters Three through Six. However, in order to 

properly assess the author's techniques of arousing and maintaining 

suspense and terror, it is first necessary to place her work in its 

proper historical context. 

The year 1764 was the most important year in the history of 

English Gothic fiction. That year saw the publication of Horace 

Walpole's Castle of Otranto, England's first Gothic romance, and 

marked the birth of Ann Radcliffe (nee Ward), who was to become the 

most popular Gothic novelist of her century and perhaps of all time. 

The demands of the circulating libraries for her work and the praise 

heaped upon her by the critics of the Monthly Review and the Critical 

Review, "usually contemptuous of novels," attest to her popularity 

in the 1790's. She also was praised by such prominent men of 

letters as T. J. Mathias, who called her a "mighty magician," 

and Nathan Drake, to whom she was "the Shakespeare of Romance 

1 



2 

Writers."^" Later, Sir Walter Scott, in a sensitive study of her work, 

referred to her as "the first poetess of romantic fiction.The fact 

of Mrs. Radcliffe's popularity, then, is apparent, but the reasons for 

that popularity require some explanation. 

More than any other novelist of the late eighteenth century, 

Mrs. Radcliffe reflected the tastes of her age. As J. M. S. Tompkins 

has pointed out, all the romantic tendencies of her time are "collected, 

combined, and intensified" in her romances.^ She did not create a 

new form of fiction but rather worked within existing popular modes, 

weaving her tales from the threads of Gothic romance and the novels 

of sensibility. The theories of the associationist psychologists and 

Burke's ideas on the sublime, both of which had achieved widespread 

acceptance by the time Mrs. Radcliffe began writing, greatly influenced 

her.^ Furthermore, her novels reflect important contemporary atti

tudes toward the picturesque, and her characters both embody and 

converse upon eighteenth-century ideals of taste (even though all the 

1. Quoted by Lionel Stevenson, The English Novel: A Panorama 
(Boston, 1960), p. 164. 

2. Lives of the Novelists (New York, 1910), p. 214. 

3. The Popular Novel in England, 1770-1800 (Lincoln, Nebraska, 
1961), p. 248. 

4. Edward Fox Pound's unpublished dissertation, "The Influence 
of Burke and the Psychological Critics on the Novels of Ann Radcliffe" 
(University of Washington, 1963), shows in detail the exact nature of 
this influence. 
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romances except The Italian are set prior to that time) 

Mrs. Radcliffe's romances, which can be labeled sentimental 

tales of terror, are very much in the mainstream of the fiction of 

sensibility. In order to understand that fiction and the way in which 

the early Gothic represents one branch of it, it is necessary to trace 

briefly some of the developments in the thought of the century which 

give rise to the so-called "school of sensibility." The movement 

away from neoclassic aesthetic standards based on reason toward roman

tic aesthetic standards based on feeling has been well-documented; 

therefore, the discussion of that movement in this chapter will be 

limited to brief surveys of the growth of British empirical associa-

tionism, the development of the idea of benevolence or natural sym

pathy, the evolution of theories of the picturesque and sublime, and 

the emergence of Gothic fiction. Although these developments were 

sometimes parallel, sometimes overlapping, and sometimes fused 

together, for the sake of clarity I have chosen to deal with them 

separately, pointing out as the discussion progresses how they were 

dependent on each other. 

5. The most important studies relating Mrs. Radcliffe to the 
picturesque and contemporary ideals of taste are: Elizabeth Manwaring, 
Italian Landscape in Eighteenth Century England: A Study Chiefly of 
the Influence of Claude Lorrain and Salvator Rosa on English Taste, 
1700-1800 (New York, 1925); Christopher Hussey, The Picturesque: 
Studies in a Point of View (London, 1927); and William Ruff, "Ann 
Radcliffe, or, The Hand of Taste," The Age of Johnson: Essays Pre
sented to Chauncey Brewster Tinker, ed. F. W. Hilles (New Haven, 
1949), 183-193. 



Empiricism and the Association of Ideas 

In its earlier stages, British experimental empiricism helped 

to support the anti-emotional and anti-imaginative position of neo-

classic rationalism, but, according to Walter Jackson Bate, its 

ultimate direction is "almost diametrically opposed to that of class

icism. . . Bate points out that to the empiricist, knowledge 

comes from sensation or reflection upon sensation; therefore, insofar 

as man reasons at all, he reasons about particulars. The empiricist 

uses the term "generalization," with its connotation of a subjective 

act, to explain insight into the objectively general. Empiricism, then, 

is essentially anti-rationalistic in its reliance on sensory experi

ence, which by its nature is subjective, and in its consequent emphasis 

on the particular rather than the universal. When carried far enough, 

"its extreme results may easily become a skeptical relativism, and a 

final inability to rely upon much more than individual sentiment." 

The development of empiricism from Hobbes through Hume reveals this 

direction. 

The philosophy of Thomas Hobbes influenced the growth of 

sensibility in two ways. His hypothesis in the Leviathan (1651) 

6. From Classic to Romantic: Premises of Taste in Eighteenth-
Century England (New York, 1946), p. 93. For the following discussion 
of empiricism, in addition to Bate, I am indebted to Basil Willey's 
two studies: The Seventeenth-Century Background: Studies in the 
Thought of the Age in Relation to Poetry and Religion (New York, 1953), 
and The Eighteenth-Century Background: Studies on the Idea of Nature 
in the Thought of the Period (Boston, 1961) . 

7. Bate, p. 94. 
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that human nature is essentially ferocious and corrupt and that the 

mainspring of human action is self-interest produced a reaction in the 

Cambridge Platonists, Richard Cumberland, Jeremy Collier, and Shaftes

bury, among others, which resulted in the postulation of a theory of 

benevolence, a theory which, as I hope to show later in this chapter, 

greatly influenced the literature of sensibility. Hobbes also is the 

founder of modern empirical psychology, the development of which is of 

major importance, as Bate notes above, in the movement toward a sub

jective aesthetic. Hobbes posits a completely material universe, one 

in which all "real" things occupy space and are divisible and movable; 

in other words, all real things behave geometrically. Since reality con

sists of matter in motion, even thought consists of vibrations in the 

matter of the brain or nerves. Every concept man has springs from the 

sense reception of such motion. 

John Locke, possibly the most influential of any English 

philosopher, built his thought upon the foundation laid by Hobbes. 

Like the latter, he rejects the theory of innate ideas and asserts that 

all our ideas are derived from sensation or reflection upon that sensa

tion. In his Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), he compares 

the mind at birth to a tabula rasa, a blank sheet or tablet. The 

senses, he says, bring data about the external world to the mind, 

leaving impressions on the blank tablet. Even the most complex ideas 

are built from combinations of simple sense impressions. Locke 

defines knowledge as the combination or separation of the ideas derived 

from experience: for example, we know that white is not black and 
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that the complex idea of "gold" consists of a combination of the simple 

ideas of weight, color, solubility, etc. Although Locke believes that 

the external world we sense is a reality, he points out that there are 

differences in individual perceptions of it (for example, some people 

are color-blind). Therefore, he postulates primary and secondary 

qualities in objects: the primary or essential qualities consist of 

such things as extension, shape, and motion, and the secondary or 

non-essential qualities consist of such ideas as color, taste, and 

odor. Because of the relativity inherent in the perception of second

ary qualities, real knowledge is very limited and complete knowledge 

O 
is unattainable. Locke's admission that one man's view of reality 

may differ from another's and his belief that one cannot attain com

plete knowledge led to the relativism and skepticism of later empiri

cists like Hume. He also exerted a more immediate influence on 

Berkeley and Addison. 

It was Locke who coined the phrase "association of ideas" in 

reference to his theory that ideas which are similar or which have 

repeatedly occurred simultaneously or in succession automatically tend 

q 
to evoke one another. According to this theory, repeated experience 

makes us look for an effect when we perceive a cause; a painting of a 

church recalls the thought of the original or of other churches; the 

8. John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. 
Alexander Campbell Fraser, (New York, 1959), I, 390-408. 

9. Locke, I, 528-535. 
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taste of salt may suggest its color; the memory of an ocean view may 

bring to mind a nearby forest; or the thought of a particular event may 

call up the remembrance of another event which was connected with it in 

some way. Locke emphasizes the importance of attention, repetition, 

and the accompaniment of pleasure and pain in fixing ideas in the mem

ory. There is, he feels, a natural correspondence between some ideas 

and between others a connection made by chance or custom.'-® The 

associationism of Locke quickly permeated aesthetic theory and helped 

to direct it away from the neoclassic emphasis on the universal and on 

reason toward the romantic emphasis on the particular and on feeling. 

Ultimately, associationism was to link itself with the intuitionalism 

derived from Shaftesbury to encourage further a belief in the subjective 

relativism of taste and to glorify the emotional and the imaginative. 

However, as noted above, the most immediate influence of Locke's 

philosophy was on George Berkeley and Joseph Addison. The former, who 

believed that there was no external reality at all since all qualities 

of matter are only ideas in the mind, may be dismissed here as not 

being of major importance in the growth of sensibility, although his 

theory certainly reflects the movement toward subjectivity and skepti

cism. Berkeley's influence probably was greater on the German rather 

than the English Gothic, and consequently it did not directly influence 

the literary movement that produced Mrs. Radcliffe. Addison, who 

regarded Locke as the philosopher, is a much more important figure in 

the development of eighteenth-century English aesthetic theory. His 

10. Locke, X, 529. 



8 

Spectator papers on taste and the imagination, profoundly influenced by 

Locke, helped popularize and stimulate the emergence of a non-rational

istic aesthetic. 

Although Addison's attitudes are essentially neoclassic, in his 

criticism he continually elevated perception and good taste above the 

rules. This approach to literature is reflected in his eighteen papers 

on Milton (which appeared intermittently in the Spectator between num

bers 267 and 369), his comments on Shakespeare (Spectator, 160, 592), 

and his discussion of taste and the imagination (Spectator, 409, 411-421). 

In these latter papers Addison accepts the empirical doctrine that our 

ideas come to us through our senses. He adapts Locke's distinction 

between primary and secondary qualities to his own discussion of the 

imagination. The primary pleasures of the imagination, he says, come 

from objects themselves, and the secondary pleasures come from ideas 

of objects when the objects themselves are not actually present. 

Accepting the concept of the association of ideas, Addison says these 

secondary pleasures arise to the mind "either barely by its own Opera

tions, or on occasion of something without us, as Statues or Descrip

tions." He goes on to say that the imagination has the power to "enlarge, 

compound, and vary" the particular ideas which stock the mind.^ 

The secondary pleasures of the imagination, then, like Locke's 

secondary qualities, are virtually created by the mind in its activity 

11. Joseph Addison and Richard Steele, The Spectator, ed. 
Donald F. Bond, (Oxford, 1965), III, 558-559. Subsequent quo
tations from Addison will be from this edition. 
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of combining simple ideas. A work of art not only evokes this combining 

activity in the mind, it also enables the mind to compare ideas derived 

from original objects with those ideas received from the work itself. 

This joint activity of the mind is a source of pleasure, and a work of 

art's worth is determined, in part, by its ability to evoke such pleas

urable activity. Furthermore, one of the measures of good taste (which, 

Addison says in papers 409 and 447, can be cultivated) is the indiviual's 

ability to become engaged in this mental activity when exposed to time-

tested masterpieces of art. Thus, in Addison's theory, standards of art 

and taste have a psychological basis. The 1712 publication date of 

Addison's views indicates how early empiricism made its mark on aesthet

ic theory and began to direct it toward subjectivity and sensibility. 

The association of ideas, postulated by Locke and accepted in its 

original form by Addison, was expanded by John Gay, cousin of the poet 

with the same name, and David Hartley to form an all-inclusive basis 

for psychology and ethics. Gay's brief suggestions were developed and 

systematized by Hartley in his Observations on Man, His Frame, His Duty, 

and His Expectations (1749). All aspects of human thought, says Hartley, 

are dependent upon sense impressions. Simple ideas become complex through 

association, and even our moral sense, which is not innate as Shaftesbury 

believed, is developed by associating pleasurable sensations with certain 

objects. According to Willey, Hartley sees the individual as "a sort 

of refinery in which the loftiest spirituality is being mechanically 

distilled out of sense.Although Hartley says that the moral sense 

12. Eighteenth Century, p. 144. 
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is generated mechanically, he still holds that man can alter or arrange 

at least some of the associations that form his character, and, there

fore, that man can move toward perfection. Hartley's linkage of associ-

ationism with the moral sense and his faith in progress toward perfection 

had a tremendous impact on at least some aspects of the romantic move

ment. His influence on Wordsworth and Coleridge, for example, has been 

well-documented. 

Although Hartley's views are important in the rise of sensibility 

and romanticism, a far more important associationist in this respect is 

David Ilume. As Basil Willey says, "before him, Nature and Reason go 

hand in hand; after him, Nature and Feeling."13 Hume's work, published 

between 1738 and 1777, shows reason turning upon itself; Hume uses 

reason to challenge rationalism's central thesis that reality can be 

known without recourse to experience, and by rigorously applying the 

methods of Locke and Berkeley, he shows that their philosophy led to 

. . 14 skepticism. 

Mind, Hume says, consists of sense impressions, the origin of 

which cannot be known, and ideas, which are but faint copies of previous 

sense impressions; mind, then, is nothing but sense data, lie believes 

in a real order of external existence, but our ideas of this reality may 

either accurately represent it or distort it. True ideas, he says, are 

13. Eighteenth Century, p. 111. 

14. See John W. Lenz in the introduction to his edition of 
Hume's Of the Standard of Taste and Other Essays (New York, 1965), 
p .  vii, and Willey, Eighteenth Century, p. 110. 
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those with superior force, vivacity, firmness, or steadiness; to believe 

in an idea is simply to feel these characteristics in it. In his view, 

belief is something felt by the mind, which distinguishes between the 

ideas of the judgment and those of the imagination; ideas assented to 

1 c 
feel different from fictitious idea. J Feeling rather than reason, then, 

is the source of belief. Likewise feeling is the source of moral and 

aesthetic judgments. A moral act is one which pleases those who perform 

or contemplate it, and beauty does not inhere in objects but rather ex

ists in the mind which perceives them. Thus, by taking the principles 

of Locke and Berkeley to their logical conclusion, Hume arrives at a 

profound skepticism; by reducing morality and aesthetics to sentiment, 

he preaches a subjective relativism. 

There are, of course, many other associationists whose work is 

important, especially for the historian of ideas, and many other ramifi

cations of British empirical associationism. However, these few remarks 

should suffice to give a brief outline of one aspect of the growth of 

sensibility. By emphasizing the particular, associationism moved away 

from the neoclassic emphasis on the universal. By emphasizing the sub

jective, it subordinated reason to sentiment. The focus on the par

ticular, the emphasis on the subjective, and the establishment of a 

psychological basis for aesthetics laid a philosophical foundation for 

the cult of sensibility and paved the way for romanticism. However, it 

would be a serious mistake to view empirical associationism as an isolated 

15. David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (orig. 
pub., 1743; Chicago, 1927), pp. 47-51. 
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development in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The theory 

of universal benevolence, which first opposed, then paralleled, and 

finally fused with associationism, also helped produce an ethic and an 

aesthetic which first helped create and later continued to support a 

literature of sensibility. 

Benevolence and the Growth of Intuitionalism 

The theory of universal benevolence has its roots in the ideas of 

the Cambridge Platonists, a group of seventeenth-century rational theo

logians including John Smith, Henry More, and Ralph Gudworth, who 

attempted to refute Hobbes's materialistic views of man and the universe 

by positing a universe of truth, goodness, benevolence, and harmony 

ruled by a God of perfect virtue and wisdom. Drawing heavily on Pla

tonic metaphysics and Cartesian rationalism, these theologians preached 

that reason could lead man to virtue and "that conduct mattered more 

than creedAlthough the Platonists were strongly neoclassic in 

their reliance on reason, many of their views were directed into essen

tially romantic channels by later thinkers. Their belief in man's' 

ability to perfect himself, for example, was absorbed into associationism 

by Hartley, and Shaftesbury and Hume gave new direction to their emphasis 

on benevolence. 

Whereas the Platonists had considered benevolence as only one of 

the major virtues, Richard Cumberland, also writing in reaction to 

Hobbes, reduced all the virtues to benevolence. In De Legibus Naturae 

16. Willey, Seventeenth Century, p. 141. My comments on the 
Cambridge Platonists are derived from this study. 



(1672), he maintains that social impulses are a part of the original 

nature of man and that the greatest happiness is attained by following 

nature and exercising the maximum possible benevolence toward others. 

Jeremy Collier, likewise arguing against Hobbes, expresses much the 

same view in his Essays upon Several Moral Subjects (1694). A more 

influential expression of this idea, however, was that of Anthony 

Ashley Cooper, third Earl of Shaftesbury, in his Characteristicks of 

Men, Manners, Opinions, Times (1711).^ 

Shaftesbury's system of ethics and aesthetics is based on the 

premise that the universe is characterized by its harmony; therefore 

the good, the true, and the beautiful are the same, and to perceive one 

is to perceive all three. Moreover, harmony demonstrates God's benevo

lence; since this benevolence dominates the universe, the essence of man 

is necessarily benevolence. This "natural" quality of man, which Shafts-

bury calls the "Moral Sentiment," is the key to man's happiness and to 

his perception of the good, the true, and the beautiful. Virtue, which 

is its own reward because it adds to individual and general happiness, 

is achieved through the exercise of benevolence. Although the "Moral 

Sentiment" is divinely implanted in man, it must be cultivated and 

directed by reason into the proper channels of "taste." The latter is 

17. George Sherburn and Donald F. Bond, The Restoration and 
Eighteenth Century (1660-1739), Vol. 3 of A Literary History of England, 
ed. Albert C. Eaugh (London, 1967), p. 825. For a more detailed study 
of the early development of the idea of benevolence, see Stanley Grean, 
Shaftesbury's Philosophy of Religion and Ethics (Athens, Ohio, 1967). 
The following references to Shaftesbury's thought are drawn from 
Characteristicks, ed. J. M. Robertson, 2 Vols. (London, 1900). 
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made up of "good-humour," a benevolent social consciousness, and a 

"noble enthusiasm. 

Shaftesbury devotes two of the six treatises which make up 

Characteristicks to a discussion of enthusiasm. He uses the term to 

refer to the intuitive vision which enables one to grasp that which is 

greater than the mind. Enthusiasm is that state of mind which occurs 

when the mind contemplates the "prodigious,11 the "more than human," 

and receives or creates ideas or images too large for it to contain. 

It is an intensely emotional state and most often is associated with the 

great and awesome in nature. Obviously such a view makes Shaftesbury 

an important link in the development of theories of the sublime, a subject 

to which I shall return later in this chapter. It is also important in 

that it leads Shaftesbury to associate an enthusiastic appreciation of 

nature with the practice of virtue, an idea that later finds embodiment 

in both the novel of sentiment and the Gothic romance. By contemplating 

nature and yielding himself up to his emotional reactions to it, man be

comes aware of his oneness with nature, of the universal harmony which 

reflects God's benevolence. The enthusiastic appreciation of nature, 

then, becomes the basis of virtue itself by leading first to a perception 

of harmony and benevolence and then to the practice of benevolence. 

18. See Characteristicks throughout, but especially I, 251-230; 
II, 62-66; and II, 256-272. Also see the comments by Bate, pp. 51-52, 
and Walter F. Wright, Sensibility in English Prose Fiction, 1760-1814: 
A Reinterpretation, Illinois Studies in Language and Literature, Vol. 
22, Nos. 3-4 (Urbana, Illinois, 1937), pp. 14-16. 

19. See Characteristicks, I, 37-38; II, 3-145; and II, 166-131. 
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Shaftesbury's emphasis on feeling and his tremendous vogue as a 

philosopher make him one of the founding fathers of the school of sen

sibility. His postulation of an innate moral sense in man and his 

belief in universal benevolence were accepted and expressed by the 

writers of sentimental literature like Mackenzie, whose Man of Feeling 

(1771) takes some of Shaftesbury's views to absurd lengths. The idea 

of natural sympathy later was blended by Hume into his associationist 

theory. Furthermore, as noted above, Shaftesbury's views on enthusiasm 

are important in the history of the sublime and find literary expres

sion in the Gothic, particularly in Mrs. Radcliffe's works. Her heroes 

and heroines, for example, take an enthusiastic delight in nature, a 

delight which often moves them to comment on God's goodness. The associ

ation of an appreciation of nature with the practice of virtue also is 

an important facet of the literature of sensibility, and this, too, is 

found in all of Mrs. Radcliffe's romances. However, Shaftesbury's 

thou^it had a more immediate and direct influence on Francis Hutcheson. 

In his Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and 

Virtue (1725), Hutcheson attempted to systematize Shaftesbury's ideas. 

Although Hutcheson, too, stresses the innate moral sense postulated 

by Shaftesbury, he emphasizes the importance of intellect in develop

ing concepts of right and wrong more than did the Earl. On the other 

hand, unlike Shaftesbury, he claims that the perception of beauty is 

immediate and is not the product of knowledge or reflection; therefore, 

the aesthetic sense cannot be cultivated or directed. Hutcheson's great 
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emphasis on the subjective element in the aesthetic experience brings 

his thought into line with certain previously-discussed aspects of 

associationist theory and earns him a minor place in the history of the 

sublime.^® His subjective aesthetic, of course, helps give additional 

impetus to the growth of sensibility. 

A more extreme benevolist view is that of John Gilbert Cooper, 

who all but bans reason from his theory of ethics and aesthetics. Since 

the universe is harmonious, says Cooper in Letters Concerning Taste (1755), 

truth, beauty, and utility are inseparable; the perception of one is the 

perception of all. The "internal sense," which comprises taste and 

which is above both reason and the imagination, enables man to perceive 

the beauty of the good and to recognise the useful. This perception is 

intensely emotional, giving an "instantaneous Glow of Pleasure which 

thrills thro1 our whole Frame." Although pleasurable feelings arise 

from the mere perception of the beautiful, the good, and the useful, the 

most intense pleasures come from the virtuous action of exercising sym-

21 
pathy and benevolence in regard to "our Fellow-Creatures." Such a view, 

says Bate, "sanctioned a tendency among the benevolists to concentrate 

on a luxury of feeling for its own sake. . . ."22 This tendency 

lies at the heart of the literature of sensibility and is nowhere 

20. See Martin S. Day, History of English Literature, 1660-
1837 (New York, 1963), p. 130. 

21. Letters Concerning Taste (London, 1755), pp. 3, 119. 

22. Bate, p. 53. 



more evident than in Mackenzie's Man of Feeling. Harley, Mackenzie's 

hero, luxuriates in a wide range of "pleasing emotions" primarily 

aroused by his frequent acts of benevolence; he is continually bathing 

himself or some poor unfortunate's hand in tears as he tenders a coin 

or some advice. Both Sterne and Mrs. Radcliffe, among many others, 

reflect the same sentimentalism, often connected with benevolent action. 

The emphasis on the acute pleasure derived from virtuous action, Bate 

points out, led to the criticism that such action "was therefore deter-

23 
mined by a selfish desire for . . . pleasure. . . In the senti

mental novel, at least, it often does seem that the benevolent act has 

indeed become an excuse for emotional self-indulgence. 

Although the intuitionalism of the benevolists was of major 

importance in the growth of sensibility in literature, its real im

pact was not felt until it had fused with the theories of the associ-

ationists to provide a solid philosophic basis for an aesthetic and an 

ethic based on feeling rather than reason. Francis Hutcheson had 

moved in the direction of the associationists, but it was David Hume, 

whose empirical philosophy is discussed above, who adopted some elements 

of Shaftesbury's thought and made it a real part of associationist the

ory. Hume, like Shaftesbury, believed in a real external order, albeit 

one which is not capable of rational demonstration. Man's belief in 

this order is based on his experience with particular sensory manifes

tations of it; here, it seems to me, Hume comes close to Shaftesbury's 

belief in the apprehension of the divine order through an enthusiastic 

23. Bate, p. 54. 
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appreciation of specific aspects of external nature. More important, 

however, in the fusion of associationism with intuitionalism is Hume's 

postulation that a natural sympathy, somewhat akin to Shaftesbury's 

"Moral Sentiment," exists within man, a natural sympathy which forms 

the basis of morality. By reducing morality to sentiment and adopting 

the utilitarian viev; that the virtuous act is one which pleases both 

the performer and those who contemplate it, Hume joined forces with the 

benevolists and strengthened their position by adding to it the weight 

of British empiricism.^ 

Others followed Hume's lead in combining elements of empirical 

associationism with emotional intuitionalism. In his Theory of Moral 

Sentiments (1759), Adam Smith made Hume's doctrine of natural sympathy 

an all-inclusive principle. Bate succinctly outlines Smith's position: 

Moral judgment, for Smith, involved a sympathetic participa
tion with those who would be affected by the external conse
quences, good or bad, of an act; but it equally necessitated 
an awareness, through sympathy with the executor of the act, 
both of the "intention or affection of the heart" from which 
he acts, and of the specific situation, bodily or mental, 
which helps to prompt that situation. Although he emphasized 
the instinctiveness of such sympathetic understanding, and 
even regarded it as divinely implanted, Smith also recognized 
the contributing influence of habit and custom. He conse
quently admitted that a large relativity in sympathetic reac
tion is bound to result—a relativity determined by the assoc
iations which experience teaches and by the inherent sensitivity , 
and capacity of the individual nature. 

In this same vein are John Ogilvie's Philosophical and Critical Observa

tions on the Nature, Character, and Various Species of Composition (1774) 

24. See Bate throughout, but especially pp. 110-111, 128; also 
see Willey, Eighteenth Century, pp. 119-126. 

25. Bate, p. 134. 



19 

and James Beattie's Dissertations Moral and Critical (1783). Smith, 

Ogilvie, and Beattie, along with others less influential, unite empiri

cism and intuitionalism, and by so doing lead to an individualistic 

relativism that Bate sees as fundamentally important in the growth of 

romanticism. Moreover, the union of experience and feeling provides 

philosophic support for the literature of sensibility, a literature 

which emphasizes the particular and which assumes the basic importance 

of individual feeling. 

The emphasis thus far in this discussion has been on the 

influence of the intuitionalists and associationists on the evolution 

of English romanticism in general, but of course specific influences 

on individual authors also were exerted. Shaftesbury, for example, 

directly influenced Alceriside and Thomson, and Bevil, Jr., in Steele's 

Conscious Lovers (1722), advances the Earl's theory of natural benevo

lence. The doctrine of natural sympathy, as expressed by Hume, Cooper, 

and Smith, dominates The Man of Feeling and is apparent in Sterne's 

Tristram Shandy (1760-1767) and A Sentimental Journey (1768). In 

addition, Tristram Shandy fully exploits the implications of Locke's 

theory of the association of ideas and has been called the first novel 

26 
in English based on a conscious psychological theory. 

However, the concern here is with Mrs. Radcliffe's fiction. As 

noted earlier, her work is a virtual compendium of the romantic tenden

cies of her day. Intuitionalist theory finds full embodiment in her 

heroes and heroines, all of whom are benevolists who possess and are 

26. Day, p. 244. 



possessed by exquisite sensibilities. The associationist theories of 

Hume and Smith, as Pound's dissertation shows, also are advanced, 

particularly by Emily in The Mysteries of Udolpho. Mrs. Radcliffe's 

characters not only are developed according to these theoretical 

principles, but they also discuss them at great length. Contemporary 

aesthetic theory influenced Mrs. Radcliffe in yet another way: her 

descriptions reflect an awareness of the theories of th-2 picturesque 

and, most important in the Gothic mode, the sublime. 

The Picturesque and the Sublime 

Picturesque description, although an important part of eight

eenth-century aesthetic theory and used extensively by Mrs. Radcliffe, 

is only on the periphery of this study, which focuses on techniques 

of suspense and terror, and therefore it will not be dealt with here 

in detail. Some brief comment on the picturesque is necessary, how

ever, since discussions of it are frequently bound up with discussions 

of the sublime and since, as will be made clear in Chapter Five, Mrs. 

Radcliffe utilizes picturesque techniques more than does any other 

eighteenth-century novelist. 

The history of the picturesque has been traced in the previously 

cited studies by Christopher Hussey and Elizabeth Manwaring, and Walter 

J. Hippie, Jr., has made a more recent and very detailed study of the 

27 
subject. As these scholars point out, the major eighteenth-century 

works on the picturesque are those of William Gilpin, Sir Uvedale 

27. The Beautiful, The Sublime, and The Picturesque in Eight
eenth-Century British Aesthetic Theory (Carbondale, Illinois, 1957). 
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Price, Humphrey Repton, Richard Payne Knight, and Dugald Stewart. Out

side of Gilpin1s early work (he began publishing in 1748), these theo

rists published their works after 1794, five years after Mrs. Radcliffe 

began publishing her romances and just before her last novel; conse

quently, their theories had little influence on her. Of course many of 

their ideas, although not yet systematized, had been in the air for some 

time, and she shows some awareness of these ideas. However, in general, 

she uses the term "picturesque," in those few instances in which she 

does use it, in the: sense in which it was used in the early decades of 

the century. In other words, "picturesque" to her means "in the manner 

of the painters," particularly, as Miss Manwaring has shown, in the man

ner of Claude Lorrain and Salvator Rosa. When applied to literary works, 

then, the term is metaphorical for "vivid" or "graphic"; when applied to 

natural scenes, it means "eminently suitable for pictorial representa-

2 o 
tion."• Gilpin, the only picturesque theorist who could have directly 

influenced Mrs. Radcliffe, used the term in just that way in his early 

writings. 

The picturesque phase of every art, according to Hussey, is a 

precursor of romanticism and occurs during the period in which an art 

shifts its emphasis from reason to feeling or the imagination. Hussey 

says, 

An art that addresses the reason, even though it does so through 
the eye, does not stress visual qualities. The reason wants to 
know, not to experience sensations. The romantic movement was 
an awakening of sensation, and, among other sensations, that of 
sight required exercising. Thus the picturesque interregnum 

28. Hippie, p. 186. 
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between classic and romantic art was necessary in order to enable 
the imagination to form the habit of feeling through the eyes. 
Pictures were in each case taken as the guide for how to see, 
because painting is the art of seeing, and in landscape painting 
the visual qualities of nature are accentuated. As soon as the 
imagination had absorbed what painting had to teach it, it 
could feel for itself, and the intermediate process, of proving 
the truth of the visual sensation by a comparison to painting, 
could be dropped. " 

The picturesque, then, no matter what specific qualities various critics 

assign to it, is an attempt to see things, particularly natural objects, 

as they are and to take delight in visual qualities for their own sake, 

quite apart from their moral or intellectual significance. In England 

its development roughly parallels that of associationism and intuition

alism, although it begins somewhat later. It emerges toward the end of 

the neoclassic period, a period in which natural description was drawn 

from classical poetry and the Bible and was used for its intellectual 

appeal, and just before the full flowering of romanticism, a movement 

in which the artist wrote of nature with his eye on the object and used 

it for the associations it aroused within him and the reader.' The 

picturesque, as seen in Thomson's poetry, for example, generally tends 

to present natural description less intellectually than it is presented 

in Pope and less imaginatively than in Wordsworth. Picturesque descrip

tion is an attempt to present natural scenes accurately and like a 

painting, that is, framed, frozen, colorful, detailed, etc. 

The picturesque technique in literature appeared in poetry 

before it did in fiction. Thomson and Dyer are considered by Hussey 

as the first important practitioners of it. Although Henry Fielding's 

29. Iiussey, pp. 4-5. 



Tom Jones (1749) shows brief flashes of the picturesque, the first 

extensive use of it in fiction occurs in Thomas Amory's The Life of 

John Buncle (1750-1766). Tobias Smollett's Humphrey Clinker (1771) 

and Richard Graves's The Spiritual Quixote (1773) utilize both pictur

esque backgrounds and discussions of picturesque technique. Many of 

the minor sentimentalists and Gothicists also used picturesque scenes, 

but no prior novelist employed such scenes as extensively as did Mrs. 

Radcliffe. Owing to the fact that she had never seen the countries in 

which her romances were set, she was forced to go to landscape painters, 

particularly Lorrain and Rosa, for her descriptions. Consequently, 

many of her descriptive passages, examples of which will be presented 

in Chapter Five, read exactly like descriptions of paintings. Mrs. 

Radcliffe, however, did not limit herself to natural description in 

her use of the picturesque technique but applied it to figures as 

30 
well, and in this she was an innovator. 

Along with her use of the picturesque, Mrs. Radcliffe delighted 

in sublime scenes. Her romances, as E. F. Pound has shown, were influ

enced by Burke's theory of the sublime, the development of which forms 

an important chapter in the history of eighteenth-century aesthetics. 

In order to demonstrate later in this study just how Mrs. Radcliffe 

applied Burke's theory and made it one of her major techniques of 

30. See Hussey, pp. 231-237. 
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suspense and terror, a brief outline of its development through Burke 

is necessary."^ 

According to S. H. Monk, the history of the sublime in England 

begins V7ith Boileau1s 1674 translation of Longinus' On the Sublime; it 

was Boileau, says Monk, who separated the natural sublime from the 

rhetorical sublime and enabled the former to develop as an important 

aspect of literary theory. Marjorie Nicolson disagrees with Monk, 

however, and feels !:hat the sense of the sublime in external nature 

came to England long before the rhetorical theories of Longinus had 

been popularized; seventeenth century Englishmen, she says, "found 

themselves astounded yet enthralled by infinite space," and it is this 

reaction to the infinite that produced an interest in and an aesthetic 

of the sublime.Whatever the case, it is apparent that by the late 

seventeenth century the emotional effect of the natural sublime was 

receiving more critical attention than was the stylistic sublime. 

It was John Dennis vflio first attempted to distinguish between 

the sublime and the beautiful and to base sublime poetry upon enthus

iastic emotion. In his too most important works—The Advancement and 

Reformation of Modern Poetry (1701) and The Grounds of Criticism in 

31. My discussion of the sublime is indebted primarily to these 
major studies: Samuel Holt Monk, The Sublime: A Study of Critical Theo
ries in XVIII-Century England (New York, 1935; repub. Ann Arbor, Mich., 
1960), and Marjorie Hope Nicolson, Mountain Gloom and Mountain Glory: 
The Development of the Aesthetics of the Infinite (Ithaca, N. Y., 1959) . 
Also see the previously-cited works by Hippie and Pound and J. T. Boulton's 
introductory material to his edition of Burke's A Philosophical Enquiry 
'nto the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (New York, 1958). 

32. Nicolson, p. 143. 



Poetry (1704)--he identifies beauty with reason and the rules: beauty 

is orderly, proportionate, and regular, and it can be found in the 

works of man. The sublime, on the other hand, finds its source in 

the manifestions of God's greatness and power in nature. Such things 

as seas and mountains demonstrate God's power and majesty and create 

in man some of the awe he feels for God Himself. Sublime objects 

can arouse one or more of the six "enthusiastic passions"--admiration, 

terror, horror, joy, sadness, and desire.^ Dennis's emphasis on the 

psychological effects of sublime objects is historically important be

cause it furthers the cause of emotionalism in art. The inclusion of 

terror and horror among the sublime emotions is likewise historically 

important, as Monk says, because they are "the first of several quali

ties that, finding no very happy home in the well-planned, orderly, and 

carefully trimmed domain of neo-classicism, sought and found refuge in 

the sublime, which constantly gathered to itself ideas and emotions 

v, 
that were to be prominent in the poetry and prose of the romantic era." 

Gothic fiction in particular, especially that of Mrs. Radcliffe, was to 

make extensive use of sublime terror. 

Although Shaftesbury does not discuss the sublime as such 

(except for attacking the sublime style), his concept of enthusiasm 

relates him to the history of the natural sublime. The emotions aroused 

by certain natural objects are similar in some respects to the sublime 

33. Critical Works of John Dennis, ed. Edward Niles Hooker, 
I (Baltimore, 1939), 202, 335-340. 

34. Monk, p. 52. 
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emotions of Dennis. Like Dennis, Shaftesbury found the source of these 

emotions in God; unlike Dennis, however, his God is one of benevolence 

and wisdom, a more or less serene God, and therefore the sublime lacks 

terror to Shaftesbury and is only a higher kind of beauty. All of God's 

works, he says, are beautiful and arouse admiration, but the more majes

tic of these beauties--seas, mountains, vast spaces, towering forests--

arouse deeper feelings and great ideas which raise man above himself 

35 
and bring him closer to God. Shaftesbury's theory of enthusiasm 

helped to advance the cause of feeling over reason and provided a 

philosophic basis for the enjoyment of natural scenery. 

A much more important figure in the history of the sublime, 

however, is Joseph Addison, whose papers on the pleasures of the 

Of! 
imagination I have mentioned in connection with empiricism. In these 

papers Addison distinguishes between the rhetorical and natural sublime 

more clearly than had any of his predecessors. The rhetorical sublime 

is associated with the secondary pleasures of the imagination, that is, 

those pleasures which do not come directly from sense impressions but 

which are aroused by painting, sculpture, or literature. The natural 

sublime is associated with the primary pleasures of the imagination, 

those pleasures which come from sensory impressions of external objects. 

Addison's focus is on these latter pleasures. 

35. See Characteristicks, I, 27-30; 239-247; II, 22-25; 63-69; 
125. 

36. This discussion of Addison is derived from the Spectator, 
numbers 409, 411-421, and 489; from Monk, pp. 56-59; and from Nicolson, 
pp. 300-323. 
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The primary pleasures of the imagination "all proceed from the 

Sight of what is Great, Uncommon, or Beautiful" (III, 540). The 

beautiful, Addison says, "consists either in the Gaiety or Variety of 

Colours, in the Symmetry and Proportion of Parts, in the Arrangement 

and Disposition of Bodies, or in a just Mixture and Concurrence of all 

together" (III, 544). The uncommon is associated with the new, the 

various, and the novel. It stimulates the imagination primarily when 

it is in conjunction with the beautiful and great. Addison's discus

sion of the beautiful and the uncommon is conventional, but his analysis 

of the great led to the distinction between the beautiful and sublime 

that was to form a vital part of English aesthetics. Greatness, which 

is the same as sublimity, is found in such things as "a vast uncultivated 

Desart, . . huge Heaps of Mountains, high Rocks and Precipices, or a 

wide Expanse of Waters, where we are not struck with the Novelty or 

Beauty of the Sight, but with that rude kind of Magnificence which appears 

in many of these stupendous Works of Nature" (III, 540) . Addison not 

only lists the objects which have the quality of sublimity, but he goes 

on to discuss the psychological effects of greatness on the individual: 

Our Imagination loves to be filled with an Object, or to graspe 
at any thing that is too big for its Capacity. We are flung 
into a pleasing Astonishment at such unbounded Views, and feel 
a delightful Stillness and Amazement in the Soul at the Appre
hension of them. The Mind of Man naturally hates every thing 
that looks like a Restraint upon it, and is apt to fancy it 
self under a sort of Confinement, when the Sight is pent up in 
a narrow Compass, and shortned /sic7 on every side by the 
Neighbourhood of Walls or Mountains. On the contrary, a spa
cious Horison is an Image of Liberty, where the Eye has Room 
to range abroad, to expatiate at large on the Immensity of its 
Views, and to lose it self amidst the Variety of Objects that 
offer themselves to its Observation. Such wide and undetermined 
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Prospects are as pleasing to the Fancy, as the Speculations 
of Eternity or Infinitude are to the Understanding. (Ill, 
540-541). 

Addison's attempt to offer a psychological explanation for the effects 

of sublime objects on the "soul" is an important step toward the eleva

tion of feeling over reason; supported by associationism and intuition

alism, it was to lead eventually to that emphasis on sensibility which 

dominates most English fiction of the later eighteenth century. 

Like Dennis and Shaftesbury, Addison finds the source of the 

sublime in God. However, Dennis bases the sublime on God's power and 

Shaftesbury bases it on God's benevolence and harmony. Vastness is cen

tral to Addison's sublime; therefore, he finds that the ocean--a "prodi

gious Bulk of Waters" that runs to the horizon (IV, 233)--affects the 

imagination more than any other thing. All three theorists find the 

main stimulus to the sublime in "great" natural objects, primarily 

mountains, oceans, and vast space. To these natural objects, Addison 

adds architecture--the only art that produces a primary pleasure of the 

imagination--as a source of sublime emotions. Greatness in works of 

architecture, he says, relates "to the Bulk and Body of the Structure, 

or to the Manner in which it is built" (III, 553). Although he did not 

appreciate Gothic structures, his comments on buildings and ruins--some 

ruins are even more magnificent, he says, than the great buildings of 

07 
ancient RomeJ'--vere influential both in the evolution of theories of 

37. The Letters of Joseph Addison, ed. Walter Graham (Oxford, 
1941), p. 27. 
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38 
the sublime and in literature. As Miss Nicolson points out, the ruin, 

usually associated with sublime emotions, becomes a major element in 

eighteenth-century poetry, and, of course, the Gothic landscape is dotted 

with ancient ruins and crumbling castles. Later theorists of the sublime, 

following Addison's lead, were to include some of these creations of man 

among the sources of sublime emotions. 

In a survey as brief as this one, it is necessary to slcip over 

all but the major figures in the development of the sublime. Conse

quently this discussion will treat only three more theorists, Dr. John 

Baillie, Edmund Burke, and Hugh Blair. Baillie is an important figure 

because he is the first to found his theory solely on sensations. There 

is no talk in his Essay on the Sublime (1747) of the intellect or a 

"sixth sense"; sublimity is perceived when the sublime object stimulates 

sensation. Monk says, • 

It was a notable moment when . . . /thc_7 intervening aesthetic 
agents were swept aside, and the investigator [oi the sublime7 
was left only with the object and the perceiving mind for his 
data, for only when this happened could the subjective view 
which was to characterize thought toward the end of the century 
be attained. Heretofore there had been a tendency to regard 
the sublime as a quality residing in objects, having objective 
reality like the primary characteristics of matter. The idea 
lingered on for a long time, but from 1747, interest began to 
be centered in the exploration of the subject rather than the 
description of the object.^9 

38. The following important studies deal with the relationship 
of architecture to the Gothic mode in literature and to the romantic 
movement in general: Arthur 0. Lovejoy, "The First Gothic Revival and 
the Return to Nature," Essays in the History of Ideas (Baltimore, 1948), 
136-165; Warren H. Smith, Architecture in English Fiction, Yale Studies 
in English, 83 (Mew Haven, 1934); and Agnes Addison, Romanticism and the 
Gothic Revival (New York, 1967) . 

39. Monk, p. 74. 



Monk goes on to point out that Baillie is the first to fuse completely 

the sublime with associationist psychology. Baillie's importance is 

due to this further emphasis on individual feeling. 

Edmund Burke's Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas 

of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757) is certainly the most famous work 

on the sublime, and for the purposes of this study it is by far the 

most important. As Pound's dissertation shows, Mrs. Radcliffe was 

profoundly influenced by Burke: her journals contain frequent refer

ences to and passages from the Enquiry and it is the Burkean sublime 

that dominates her fiction. Central to all of Mrs. Radcliffe's romances 

is terror, and terror is the basis of Burke's theory of the sublime. 

Earlier theorists, particularly Dennis, had linked terror with the sub

lime, but it was Burke who made the taste for terror into an aesthetic 

40 
system and who was most influential in establishing it in literature. 

Burke attempts to separate the sublime from the beautiful more 

completely than had any of his predecessors. He therefore founds his 

system upon the antithesis of pain and pleasure; the former is the basis 

of the sublime and the latter of the beautiful. He says of the sublime: 

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. . . . 'Then danger or pain press too nearly, 
they are incapable of giving any delight, and are simply 

40. Monk, p. S7. The analysis of Burke's theory by both Monk 
and Boulton has been invaluable to my discussion. 
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terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain modifica
tions, they may be, and they are delightful, as we every day 
experience. 

Unlike most theorists, Burke does not limit the sublime to great objects; 

any object that excites pain or danger, no matter hot; small, can produce 

the sublime. A poisonous snake, for example, can raise ideas of the 

sublime through fear despite its small size (p. 57). In order to 

explain why different objects raise different emotions, Burlce invokes 

associationist theory. The ocean, he says, is more sublime than a 

"level plain of a vast extent on land . . because we associate peril 

with the sea (pp. 57-50). Despite Burke's use of associationist psych

ology, Hippie does not feel that Burke made a step toward "a psycholog-

2 
ical and subjective /aestheticJ view," but Monk indicates that Burke 

is an important figure in the movement away from neoclassic objectivity. 

The second part of the Enquiry, it seems to me, supports Monk's view. 

In the second part of the Enquiry, Burke discusses "the passion 

caused by the great and sublime in nature. . ." This passion is 

astonishment, which 

is that state of the soul, in which all its motions are sus
pended, with some degree of horror. In this case the mind is 
so entirely filled with its object, that it cannot entertain 
any other, nor by consequence reason on that object which employs 
it. Hence arises the great power of the sublime, that far from 
being produced by them, it anticipates our reasonings, and hur
ries us on by an irresistible force. Astonishment ... is the 
effect of the sublime in its highest degree; the inferior effects 
are admiration, reverence, and respect, (p. 57) 

41. Burke, pp. 39-40. Subsequent quotations from Burke will be 
from this edition, edited by Boulton. 

42. Hippie, p. 84. 



32 

Burke follows this with a classification of ideas he considers sublime. 

The first, and most important, of these, as noted above, is terror--

"No passion so effectually robs the mind of all its powers of acting 

and reasoning as fear" (p. 57). Then follows obscurity, which "to make 

any thing very terrible . . . seems in general to be necessary" (p. 58); 

power, which, because of its superior force, can inflict pain or death and 

thus cause fear (pp. 64-65); privations, such as vacuity, darkness, 

solitude, and silence, which are terrible (p. 71); vastness, particu

larly depth, and especially vast surfaces which are rugged and broken 

(p. 72); infinity, or those objects which seem infinite because the eye 

cannot perceive their bounds, although Burke admits this category over

laps with vastness (p. 73); difficulty--"When any work seems to have 

required immense force and labour to effect it, the idea is grand"--

such as that manifested in Stonehenge (p. 77); and magnificence, which 

means "a great profusion of things which are splendid or valuable in 

themselves," such as "the starry heaven" (p. 78). Burke goes on to 

discuss light and color--dark and gloomy lights and colors are more 

sublime than bright and soft ones--and sounds productive of sublime 

emotions, such as "vast cataracts, raging storms, thunder, or artillery 

. . ." (pp. 79-82). Monk points out that these ideas, with the excep

tion of power, are essentially anti-neoclassic; neoclassic art pre

ferred society to privations, proportion to the vast, the bounded to the 

infinite, ease to difficulty, and the concrete to the abstract.^ Above 

all, it preferred reason to passion. Burke's repudiation of clarity and 

43. Monk, pp. 93-94. 



his admiration for "apparent disorder" in art stand in fundamental oppo

sition to classic beauty, which rests on clarity, order, and proportion. 

This is not to say that Burlce was a romantic--he most decidedly was not— 
i 

but he did introduce some essentially romantic ideas into aesthetics 

and did so in a document that remained popular throughout the century'. 

Moreover, he helped incorporate sensationalism into aesthetic theory and 

directed attention, with the help of the associationists, to the psycho

logical aspects of the aesthetic experience. 

Burke's influence on aesthetic theory has been discussed thor

oughly by l'ionlc; to retrace that ground here would be needlessly repeti

tious and would not be to the point of this study. His influence on 

literature is much more difficult to assess; glimpses of what was to 

become the Burkean sublime can be seen as early as Thomson, but it is 

hard to believe that his popular systemization of the sublime did not 

influence later writers. Certainly Pound has shown Burke's profound 

influence on Mrs. Radcliffe, a subject to which I shall return later, 

and other writers from Smollett to the nineteenth-century romantic 

poets reflect attitudes and even vocabulary that, if not drawn directly 

from Burke, at least seem indirectly influenced by him. Although it is 

beyond the scope of this study to try to trace Burke's influence on 

individual authors, other than Mrs. Radcliffe, one can scarcely doubt 

that Burke's categories of terror, obscurity, power, privations, vast-

ness, infinity, and difficulty were an important influence on the 

evolution of the Gothic mode in fiction. 
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Hugh Blair, although a minor aesthetician, also is important in 

terms of the rising tide of romanticism and the evolution of the Gothic. 

His Critical Dissertation on the Poems of Ossian, the Son of Fingal 

(1763) probably is the chief defense of the Ossian poems; but it is 

Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1783) that is of greatest 

importance here. Host of his discussion of the sublime in the Lectures 

is conventional: infinity is the most sublime idea; therefore, the 

vast prospects of nature, which suggest infinity, are a major source of 

sublime emotions. However, Blair emphasizes the importance of loud 

sounds more than did any previous theorist. He says that "a stream 

that runs within its banks, is a beautiful object; but when it rushes 

down with the impetuosity and noise of a torrent, it becomes a sublime 

one."^ He also takes Burke's ideas of apparent disorder and obscurity 

further than did his more illustrious predecessor, relating these ideas 

to natural objects. In fact, it is Blair's emphasis on natural scenery 

that separates him from earlier theorists and, as Monk demonstrates, 

links him with "the romantic fondness for the wilder aspects of nature" 

so important in both romantic poetry and the Gothic novel.in addi

tion, Blair is the first theorist to associate ghosts with the sublime; 

in his Critical Dissertation he cites many ghost passages from Ossian, 

never failing to .call them sublime. Undoubtedly this addition to the 

categories of the sublime had an influence, direct or indirect, on 

such authors as Mrs. Radcliffe. 

44. Lectures (London, 1783), p. 56. 

45. Monk, p. 121. 



Dennis's power, Shaftesbury's enthusiastic love of nature, 

Addison's inclusion of architecture among sublime objects, Burke's use 

of terror, and Blair's emphasis on the wilder aspects of nature and his 

association of ghosts with the sublime--all these were to be embodied in 

the Gothic romance. Mrs. Radcliffe's novels, in particular, utilized 

all of these ideas and, following the lead of Burke and the association-

ists, focused on the emotions aroused by sublime ideas and objects. 

This focus on the subjective experience helped give rise to and then 

continued to support a cult of feeling. Having outlined the philosophic 

basis of the so-called "school of sensibility," I now must turn to a 

46 
brief discussion of the literature that evolved to meet its demands. 

The Literature of Sensibility and the Gothic Mode 

The nature of this study precludes a discussion of poetry and 

drama, even though these genres are important in the literature of sensi

bility. The poetry of Thomson, Collins, Gray, and the Graveyard Poets, 

among others, would merit consideration in any general study, as would 

the drama of Steele, Lillo, Goldsmith, Sheridan, and the late-century 

Gothic dramatists. However, it is the novel that here concerns us. 

According to James R. Foster, the English novel of sensibility ulti

mately derives from the later seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century 

46. Many of my general comments on the literature of sensi
bility are drawn from these very useful general surveys: Ernest A. 
Baker, The liistory of the English Novel, Vols. 4 and 5 (London, 1930, 
1934); James R. Foster, History of the Pre-Romantic Novel in England 
(New York, 1949); Walter Allen, The finalish Move1: A Short Critical 
History (New York, 1954); and the previously cited studies by VJalter 
F. Wright and J. M. S. Tompkins. 
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French novels of court scandals. Later the Abbe Prevost exerted a 

decided influence on English fiction.^ This brief survey, however, 

must begin with the first great English novelist of sensibility, 

Samuel Richardson. 

Richardson, considered by many to be the fatter of the modern 

novel,48 popularized the sentimental pattern in fiction for the eight

eenth century. Both Pamela (1740-1741) and Clarissa (1747-1748) are 

stories of love and feminine tribulations, stories which emphasize the 

virtues of delicacy and chastity and which are intended to teach the 

moral lesson of prudence. Richardson's choice of the epistolary 

technique enabled him to analyze minutely the emotions and motives of 

his characters. Such a concern with feeling ultimately led to a 

belief in the value of feeling for its own sake. As Walter Allen says, 

"when a felt emotion is valued simply because it is felt, then if we 

have not already reached sentimentality we shall find it waiting for 

us just round the corner. It is from Pamela, Clarissa, and Sir 

Charles Grandison, powerfully abetted by Sterne's Tristram Shandy, 

that modern sentimentality derives. . . ."49 Moreover, Richardson's 

theme of the pure maiden persecuted by a powerful male became one of the 

dominant themes in English and American fiction.Such a theme, as I 

47. See James R. Foster, "The Abbe Prevost and the English 
Novel," PMLA, 42 (1927), 443-464. 

48. See Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles, 1962). 

49* Allen, p. 43. 

50. See Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel 
(New York, 1962). 
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hope to show in Chapter Four, is particularly suitable for the Gothic 

mode and is central in all five of the romances Mrs. Radcliffe published 

in her lifetime. 

A whole host of minor novelists, most of them women, followed 

Richardson in writing sentimental tales based on the pattern he had 

established. Perhaps the best of these was Frances Sheridan, mother 

of Richard Brinsley Sheridan, whose Sidney Bidulph (1761) utilizes the 

persecuted-woman theme and shows, as Richardson did in Clarissa, that 

virtue does not necessarily produce happiness. Another sentimentalist 

in the Richardsonian tradition was Frances Moore Brooke, whose History 

of Lady Julia Mandeville (1763) was very popular. Even major figures of 

an opposing novelistic tradition, such as Fielding and Smollett, were 

not immune to the sentimental influence. Fielding's Amelia (1751) and 

Smollett's Humphrey Clinker (1771) embody many characteristics of the 

novel of sensibility. Likewise Oliver Goldsmith, whose Vicar of Wake

field (1766) was intended to oppose excessive sensibility and to preach 

the value of feeling properly controlled by reason, was influenced by 

Richardsonian sentimentality, and Vicar Primrose is one of the true men 

of feeling in English literature. After Richardson, however, Laurence 

Sterne is the most important single figure in the development of the 

sentimental novel. 

No two sentimentalists could be more unlike than Richardson and 

Sterne. The former was a moralist almost obsessed with punctilio, a 

stern but kindly adviser to the female; the latter was a wit who found 

the indecorous a source of humor, a sympathetic friend of the ladies but 



also something of a Don Juan. Despite its rollicking humor and frequent 

bawdry, Sterne^s Tristram Shandy (1760-1767) stands as a monument to 

sensibility. The inset stories of Le Fevre and Mad Maria were popular 

among the ladies of Sterne's day, although they found the work as a 

whole too coarse, and My Uncle Toby remains today one of the most sym

pathetic and delightful men of feeling ever created. Sterne's Senti

mental Journey (1768) "is not a work of reasoning" but rather a picture 

of France as seen by a devoted sentimentalist; it is full of apostrophes 

to sensibility: "Dear sensibility! source inexhaustible of all that is 

precious in our joys, or costly in our sorrowsDespite many adverse 

reactions to his bawdry, Sterne was extremely popular until late in the 

nineteenth century, and he had many imitators both in England and on 

the continent. Imitations of his style were invariably unsuccessful, 

but his imitators helped keep the sentimental in the forefront of 

fiction. 

Chief among his followers was Henry Mackenzie, whose Man of Feel

ing was mentioned earlier as the epitome o£ the sentimental novel. Mac

kenzie, a disciple of Francis Hutcheson and Adam Smith, professed to 

abhor emotional self-indulgence and to regard sensibility as positive 

only when it led to useful social action. Although Harley, the hero 

of the novel, indeed does involve himself in benevolent action, he 

actually spends most of his time x^eeping and pitying himself. His 

emotions are so intense that his will becomes completely devitalized by 

them. On his deathbed he finally is moved to declare his love for Miss 

51. A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy (orig. pub., 

London, 1768; New York, 1964), pp. 113, 194. 



Walton, but when he sees she is going to tell him his love is returned he 

is overpowered by his emotions and dies. The scene, as Foster says, 

"is the apotheosis of sentimental passivity and so forced that it seems 

almost farcical to the modern reader." Yet the readers of Mackenzie's 

day thought it a masterpiece of sensibility, and the novel ran through 

52 
forty-six editions before the end of the century. 

Although the novel of pure sentiment continued to be popular 

throughout the century, it did not meet all the demands of an age which, 

in turning against Augustan rules and reason, demanded even stronger 

emotional stimuli. Aesthetic speculation in the late seventeenth and 

early eighteenth centuries had helped create a taste for a literature 

of sensibility, and when at mid-century Burke turned his attention to 

the sublime, basing it on terror, he helped give the novel of sentiment 

a new direction, one which could satisfy the sentimentalists' craving 

for more intense emotional experiences. Novel readers wanted suspense 

and thrilling adventure to supplement romantic lcve and titillate their 

jaded palates. The early Gothic romance, especially as written by Mrs. 

Radcliffe, was calculated to meet this new demand in fiction. Since a 

large part of the following discussion will deal with Mrs. Radcliffe's 

use of Gothic conventions, a brief history of their development is here 

in order. 

52. My comments on Mackenzie owe a great deal to Foster's 
discussion in History of the Pre-Romantic Novel, pp. 169-176. The 
quotation is from p. 172. 
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Samuel Kliger has traced the long history of the terra "Gothic" 

53 
in English politics and letters, but insofar as its fictional applica

tion is concerned its real history begins in the eighteenth century. At 

first during this period the terra is syiionymous with "barbarous" and 

is used in connection with ignorance, cruelty, or savagery, qualities 

associated by the eighteenth-century mind with the Medieval period. 

"Gothic" also is used derogatorily to refer to irregularity or excessive 

"frills" in art and architecture (Addison uses the term in this sense 

in the Spectator, numbers 62 and 63). However, as we have seen, changes 

in taste occurred that made irregularity a positive quality in landscape 

and architecture. At about the same time the movement toward romanticism 

in literature led to a reappraisal of the Kiddie Ages, a period that 

began to be thought of as simple, "natural," and passionate. Conse

quently the pejorative connotations of "Gothic" began to be dropped, 

until by the 1760's the term is applied generally to anything Medieval. 

It is in this sense that Horace Walpole used it on the title page of 

The Castle of Otranto when he subtitled the second edition "A Gothic 

Story." 

It is from Walpole, then, that the term "Gothic novel" or 

"Gothic romance" derives. He only meant to call his tale "a rude medi

eval story" and perhaps was "seeking extenuation for it as something not 

53. The Goths in England: A Study in Seventeenth and Eighteenth 
Century Thought (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1952). 

54. See Alfred Longueil, "The Word 'Gothic' in Eighteenth 
Century Criticism," MLH, 38 (1923), 453-460. Also see Lovejoy's "First 
Gothic Revival." 



to be taken too seriously or judged by the strict standards of classical 

art.""'"' Clara Reeve followed suit by calling her Old English Baron 

(first published in 1777 as The Champion of Virtue) "A Gothic Story." 

These usages of the term "Gothic" associated it for all time with the 

particular type of prose fiction written by Walpole and Reeve and later 

greatly developed by Mrs. Radcliffe. The Castle of Otranto and The Old 

English Baron were "Gothic" stories in the sense that they attempted to 

establish a Medieval setting and atmosphere, but, as Alfred Longueil 

notes, 

to the reading public the outstanding feature of these stories 
appears to have been, not their gothic setting, but their super
natural incident. Imitators of Walpole and Reeve . . . kept 
accenting this spectral side of the genre more and more, because 
there was a market for it; until, under the influence of new 
styles and themes . . , the original medieval tone and setting 
of the romances was in many cases lost.-^ 

To Mrs. Radcliffe's contemporaries, the use of a gloomy and decaying 

castle, as in A Sicilian Romance and The Mysteries of Udolpho, was 

enough to establish a "medieval" tone, but the author made no attempt 

to present an historically accurate setting except in the posthumous 

Gaston de Blondeville. The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne was rather 

vaguely set in days of "feudal greatness," but her other four romances 

ranged in setting from 1584 to 1764. Her emphasis was not on the 

medieval, but on the emotional, the strange, and the apparently super

natural. The term "Gothic" came to be applied to the type of senti

mental tale of terror that Mrs. Radcliffe helped to develop. Later, 

55. Bruce McCullough, Representative English Novelists: Defoe 
to Conrad (New York, 1946), p. 83. 

56. Longueil, p. 458. 
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of course, the term was expanded to include such tales of horror as 

Matthew Lewis's The Monk, Charlotte Dacre1s Zofloya, or, The Moor, and 

Charles Maturin's Melmoth the Wanderer. 

The history of the Gothic novel in England, as noted above, 

begins with The Castle of Otranto. But, despite Walter Wright's 

assertion that the "appearance of terror in the English novel had been 

57 
prepared for scarcely at all," some groundwork had been laid for both 

terror and the supernatural. Burke had made terror the basis of the 

sublime and Blair had included ghosts in his list of sources for sub

lime emotions. In poetry, Thomson, Gray, Collins, the Graveyard Poets, 

and Macpherson all had dealt with fear and the supernatural. In fiction, 

Prevost, whose works were widely read in England, frequently blended 

suspense, fear, and high adventure into his essentially sentimental 

53 
tales and on occasion employed a sham supernaturalism. Closer to 

home, Pvichardson exploited a certain kind of terror in both Pamela and 

Clarissa. In addition, Smollett's Ferdinand Count Fathom (1753) employs 

some of the devices that later became the stock-in-trade of the Gothic 

romance; Ferdinand, for example, is terrified to discover that he has 

taken shelter from a raging storm in the hideout of a group of murderers, 

and later he sees what he thinks is the ghost of a young woman he 

believes he has driven to her grave. The taste for fear and the super

natural, then, was already present when Walpole published Otranto in 

1764. 

57. Wright, p. 96. 

58. Foster, Pre-Romantic Novel, pp. 45-73. 
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Although Thomas Leland's Longsword (1762), England's first his

torical romance, had utilized all the trappings of Gothic fiction except 

for the supernatural, it remained for Ualpole to add that necessary in

gredient. By so doing he focused exclusively on the growing taste for 

terror and founded the Gothic romance. Walpole was no sentimentalist; 

it remained for Clara Reeve to sentimentalize Gothic fiction and thus to 

widen its appeal. Ualpole, however, did invent, or at least popularize, 

the paraphernalia of the Gothic romance. He adapted the persecuted-

woman theme, made the villain into a gloomy nobleman of ambition, greed, 

and lust, added the central stage settings of an haunted castle and a 

cavern set in the wilds (the latter of which might have been borrowed from 

Prevost's Cleveland), and, most important, utilized supernatural machinery. 

Despite the popularity of Otranto, Walpole had few imitators of any note 

at first.^^ It was not until Clara Reeve published The Champion of 

Virtue that numerous Gothic romances began to flood the book market in 

England. 

In the Preface to the second edition (1778) of her work, which 

she now retitles The Old English Baron, Reeve praises Richardson while 

admitting that her story "is the literary offspring of the Castle of 

Otranto . . . She declares her intention to be to unite 

the ancient Romance and modern Novel. To attain this end, there 
is required a sufficient degree of the marvellous, to excite the 
attention; enough of the manners of real life, to give an air of 
probability to the work; and enough of the pathetic, to engage 
the heart in its behalf. 

59. K. K. Mehrotra, Horace Walpole and the English Novel: A 
Study of the Influence of "The Castle of Otranto" (Oxford, 1934), pp. 
35-36. 
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The book we have mentioned fOtxantoJ is excellent in the 
two last points, but has a redundancy in the first; the open
ing excites the attention very strongly; the conduct of the 
story is artful and judicious; the characters are admirably 
drawn and supported; the diction polished and elegant; yet, 
with all these brilliant advantages, it palls upon the mind 
(though it does not upon the ear); and the reason is obvious, 
the machinery is so violent, that it destroys the effect it 
is intended to excite. Had the story been kept within the 
utmost verge of probability, the effect had been preserved, 
without losing the least circumstance that excites or detains 
the attention. ® 

Miss Reeve consciously attempted to fuse the novel of sensibility with 

the Gothic romance, and in this attempt she succeeded very well. Al

though The Old English Baron is somewhat maudlin at points and its 

few supernatural incidents far from frightening to the modern reader, 

it is the first of the sentimental tales of terror and points in the 

direction of Ann Radcliffe. The novel's emphasis on taste and punctilio 

and its refinements of the supernatural apparatus, made less grotesque 

and much more suggestive than in Otranto, were developed later by Mrs. 

Radcliffe, who raised this kind of fiction to new artistic heights. 

Between the publication of The Old English Baron and The 

Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne (1789), Mrs. Radcliffe's first publica

tion, there appeared numerous tales patterned after Walpole or Miss 

Reeve, particularly the latterThe merits, historical or intrinsic, 

of these minor Gothic romances are not great, and in the interest of 

brevity they must be passed over here. However, two of the novelists 

60. Clara Reeve, The Old English Baron (London, 1967), pp. 3, 4. 

61. For an entertaining and extremely useful survey of minor 
Gothicists, see W. W. Watt, Shilling Shockers of the Gothic School 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1932). Also see Mehrotra, pp. 55-102. 



writing in this period deserve at least a brief glance. Sophia Lee's 

The Recess (1783-17G5), influenced by Prevost, Leland, and perhaps 

Reeve, is a historical romance full of Gothic trappings and sentimental 

characters. Miss Lee utilizes the Gothic setting of a castle with a 

maze of underground passages and vaults located near some awful ruins. 

Scenes that later became associated with the Gothic novel abound; 

flights and captures, abductions, stormy seas and shipwreck all find a 

place in The Recess. Although Miss Lee draws her characters from 

history, for the most part they really are eighteenth-century ladies 

and gentlemen of fine sensibilities. Essex and Leicester, for example, 

are passive sentimental lovers in the tradition of I-Iarley, a trait that 

62 
conflicts with their also being portrayed as men of action. Miss 

Lee's use of setting and incident and her blending of contemporary sen

sibility into a historical romance exerted an influence on later Gothi-

cists. Charlotte Smith, who drew upon Prevost (whom she translated), 

Mackenzie, Sophia Lee, and Reeve, is primarily a sentimental novelist 

who deals with romantic love and oppressed females, occasionally in

serting scenes of high adventure. Gothic elements appear in many of 

her novels: in Ethelinda (1739) there is a haunted Abbey, not to men

tion furious storms and an imagined ghost; Celestina (1790) features an 

old castle controlled by an evil nobleman and sublime descriptions of 

the Pyrenees; and The Old Manor House (1793), her best novel, has a 

sentimental hero, a superstitious heroine who fears ghosts, a decay

ing mansion with secret passages and chambers, and odd noises and 

62. Foster, Pre-Romantic lloval, p. 213. 



strange figures which indicate the house is haunted. Mrs. Smith's 

popular romances are known today chiefly for their influence on Mrs. 

Radcliffe, who borrowed and greatly expanded her predecessor*s exten

sive use of natural scenery and who made the apparent supernatural a 

major technique for arousing suspense and terror. 



CHAPTER 2 

MRS. RADCLEFFE'S ROMANCES AND HER CRITICS 

By the time Mrs. Radcliffe began publishing in 1789, the conven

tions of the Gothic novel had been established. The English Gothic 

novel, at least prior to the publication of Matthew Lewis's The Monlc 

in 1795, is a highly stylized type of romance derived essentially from 

Walpole but greatly influenced by the novels of sensibility. It usually 

is built around a sentimental and virtuous heroine persecuted by an evil 

nobleman. Among its other characters are a noble, virtuous, and rather 

vapid hero, a talkative servant or two, and a variety of sub-villains, 

both male and female. The story is set in the past, although not neces

sarily in the Middle Ages, and generally in a foreign land such as 

Italy, France, or Spain, countries whose residents, dominated by the 

wicked "superstition" of Catholicism, were thought capable of all sorts 

of vices and the darkest crimes.''' A strong anticlerical--especially 

2 
anti-Catholic--feeling often pervades the story. A castle, at least 

part of which is usually in an advanced state of decay, is the most 

1. Roderick Marshall, Italy in English Literature (1755-1315) 
(New York, 1934), pp. 242-246. 

2. M. M. Tarr, Catholicism in Gothic Fiction (1762-1820) (Wash
ington, D. C., 1946), p. 121. Also see J. M. S. Tompkins, The Popular 
Novel in England, 1770-1800 (Lincoln, Nebraska, 1961), pp. 274-276. 

47 
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important single stage property, although ruins often provide a backdrop 

for the action as well. Generally these settings are located amidst 

rugged mountains or in a secluded wood, and they are seldom far from 

the ocean, or at least a "raging torrent" of a mountain stream. Also 

utilized are subterranean vaults, secret passages, mysterious sounds 

and lights, yellowed old documents, lost parents or children, and mis

taken identities. Although the stories are set in the past and in 

foreign lands, eighteenth-century English ideals of taste and conduct 

are expressed, and other anachronisms abound. Often there is copious 

moralizing of the most obvious kind. (The Old English Baron ends with: 

"All these /feventsj, when together, furnish a striking lesson to pos

terity, of the over-ruling hand of Providence, and the certainty of 

RETRIBUTION.") Finally, and most important, there appear incidents of 

either a real or a sham supernaturalism. These incidents often dominate 

the story, as they do in Otranto and Udolpho. 

In the hands of Mrs. Radcliffe these conventions, which for the 

most part had been but crudely used by her predecessors, took on a new 

vitality. She expanded her use of some of them, modified others, and 

firmly established them as essential ingredients for the development of 

suspense and terror. By adding extensive natural descriptions, both 

picturesque and sublime, she became the first novelist to fuse beauty 

and terror. Above all, she united the diverse elements of natural 

description, sensibility, and the Gothic, raising the sentimental tale 

of terror to its artistic heights. The following brief survey of her 

romances should indicate the general nature of her art and set the 



stage for a detailed study, to follow in Chapters Three through Six, 

of her techniques of suspense and terror. 

The Romances 

During her lifetime, Mrs. Radcliffe wrote six romances, five of 

them published in the remarkably short period of nine years. The sixth, 

Gaston de Blondeville, or The Court of Henry III Keeping Festival in 

Ardenne (1326), was published three years after her death in a four-

volume edition which included Thomas Noon Talfourd's "Memoir of the Life 

and Writings of Mrs. Radcliffe," the long metrical romance, "St. Alban's 

Abbey," and a selection of previously unpublished short poems by Mrs. 

Radcliffe. Gaston de Blondeville was not designed for publication, but 

was written solely for the entertainment of Mrs. Radcliffe and her hus-

O 
band. Like Miss Lee's The Recess it is the type of novel sometimes 

called the "Historical-Gothic." In it Mrs. Radcliffe attempted, for 

the only time, to create a realistic medieval setting and to employ the 

actual supernatural. Neither the setting nor the ghost that haunts 

Kenilworth in order to reveal to the king Gaston's terrible crime is 

successful. Mrs. Radcliffe's conception of the Middle Ages is both 

pedantic and inaccurate, and her ghost hardly chills the blood; in fact, 

a flickering light or a half-heard whisper in the earlier works is much 

more suggestive and fraught with more terrible possibilities than this 

rather pallid spirit. Since Gaston de Blondeville was not meant for the 

press and did not employ the techniques and conventions used in the 

3. Thomas Noon Talfourd, "Memoir of the Life and Writings of 
Mrs. Radcliffe," in Gaston de Blondeville by Ann Radcliffe, 4 Vols. 
(London, 1326), I, 117. 
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romances meant for publication, no detailed criticism of it will be made 

in this study, which will concentrate on the five works published during 

Mrs. Radcliffe's lifetime. 

The first of these, The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne (1709), 

is little more than a long short story, but "it contains in embryo all 

4 
notable elements of Mrs. Radcliffe's romances." Vaguely set in days 

of "feudal greatness" on "the north-east coast of Scotland, in the most 

romantic part of the Highlands,""' the story is about the loves and 

adventures of Osbert, Earl of Athlin, and Alleyn, a young peasant who 

is later found to be the true heir of Dunbayne. The search for identity, 

only crudely handled here (Alleyn1s identity is given away to the reader 

quite early and finally is revealed through a "strawberry mark" on his 

arm), receives a more sophisticated treatment in later works where it 

is employed in connection with the heroines of Mrs. Radcliffe's last 

three romances. Osbert and Alleyn are the prototypes for the later 

heroes and are virtually indistinguishable from them. There is no real 

heroine in the tale, although the romance between Alleyn and Mary, Os

bert' s sister, forms a sort of sub-plot to the main action, which centers 

on the conflict between the forces of Athlin and those of the cruel 

4. Devendra Varma, The Gothic Flame: Beinp; the History of the 
Gothic Hovel in England: Its Origins, 5fflorescence, Disintegration, and 
Residuary Influence (London, 1957), p. 37. 

5. Ann Radcliffe, The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne (London, 
1844), p. 1. This volume also contains three short anonymous Gothic 
tales: "The Victim of a Name," "Hans Rudner, or, The Figure of Nine," 
and "The Castle Spectre: A Tale of Mystery." 
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tyrant and usurper, 3aron Malcolm of Dunbayne. Mary is the typical 

Radcliffean female: she writes poetry, sings, and plays the lute with 

great skill; she is sensitive and possesses a vivid imagination, traits 

which lead her to weep and faint at the slightest provocation. Mary 

also manages to get herself kidnapped twice, once each by the two 

villains of the story, which enables Alleyn to act properly heroic. 

Malcolm is a faint outline of the later villains, Montalt and Montoni, 

and Saintmorin, the second villain of the piece, is a precursor of the 

type of "misguided-man" villain represented by La Motte in The Romance 

of the Forest. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's future use of setting also is indicated in 

Athlin and Dunbayne. The castle of Athlin is a "Gothic structure" that 

is "venerable from its antiquity." Dunbayne, home of the evil Malcolm, 

is "built with Gothic magnificence, upon a high and dangerous rock. 

Its lofty towers still frowned in proud sublimity. ..." The edifice 

has at least one secret passageway and underneath it runs a vast laby

rinth of subterranean vaults and passages, some of which lead to a 

huge cavern that opens into a gloomy wood nearby. A great deal of the 

action takes place in these dark and dank mazes. The landscapes of 

Mrs. Radcliffe's later romances are filled with castles and ruins, and 

virtually honeycombed with subterranean passages. Although used in a 

rudimentary fashion here, the association of a gloomy and sinister 

castle, Dunbayne, with the villain, and of a bright and gay structure, 

Athlin, with the hero or heroine, not only anticipates Mrs. Radcliffe's 

6. Athlin and Dunbayne. p. 5. 



later mature technique of showing an interplay between character 

and environment, but also looks forward to such later uses of Gothic 

settings as the graveyard and Miss Havisham's mansion in Great Expecta

tions and the heath and dwellings of Wuthering Heights. Not only is 

Mrs. Radcliffe's later use of characterization and setting anticipated 

in Athlin and Dunbayne, but the work also anticipates her later plot 

structure, which is dominated by the motif of pursuit, capture, imprison

ment, and escape. Her later treatment of the supernatural is faintly 

suggested by both Alleyn's and Osbert's tendency to treat that which 

is not immediately explicable as something mystic. 

Although Athlin and Dunbayne is a rather crude and inauspicious 

beginning—George Saintsbury calls it "childish"^—it is of some value 

historically in tracing the rapid development of Mrs. Radcliffe's art, 

for her second book, A Sicilian Romance (1790), owes a great deal to its 

predecessor. Well received at publication, it has not been dealt with 

kindly by modern critics who cannot overcome their distaste for the 

anachronisms and improbabilities that frequently occur. Despite a con

fusing plot, a succession of improbable incidents, and a set of stock 

characters, the work represents a marked advance over Athlin and 

Dunbayne. 

The plot of A Sicilian Romance focuses on the young heroine, 

Julia, whose father, the evil Marquis of Mazzini, wants to enhance his 

material and social position by marrying his daughter to the villainous 

Duke de Luovo. Julia, who is in.love with young Hippolytus, resists 

The Cambridge History of English Literature, eds. A. R. 
Ward and A. W. Waller, XI (New York, 1914), 333. 
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her father's wishes and, aided by her brother and lover, flies from her 

father's wrath. The rest of the story is a maze of pursuits, captures, 

escapes, and still more pursuits, until at last Mazzini is overthrown 

and Julia and Hippolytus are married. There is an overlapping sub

plot concerning the Marchioness, whom Mazzini has had imprisoned so that 

he could indulge in a bigamous marriage with the voluptuous Maria del 

Vellorno. Several digressive tales, such as the "Nun's Story," impede 

the narrative. 

Many critics are willing to overlook the pianofortes and sofas 

that appear in A Sicilian Romance, purportedly set in the late six

teenth century in Sicily, but few are prone to accept such gross im

probabilities as that which occurs when "the oppressed marchioness, 

who has not seen her daughter Julia since the age of two, recognizes her 

without a moment of hesitation at the age of seventeen, and faints in a 

O 
transport of joy. ..." Likewise, Sergeant Talfourd's pronouncement 

that "There are, in this short story, incidents enough for two such 

works as 'The Mysteries of Udolpho, and that there is little "intel

ligible connexion" between them, has received general critical accep

tance, and, it must be admitted, Mrs. Radcliffe's invention does outrun 

her common sense at points.^ On the other hand, the fertility of the 

author's imagination is, in itself, of some merit. Like Smollett, she is 

never at a loss to produce still more interesting, thrilling, and fright

ening scenes, many of which show a mature creative power utterly lacking 

in Athlin and Dunbayne. 

8. Edith Birkhead, The Tale of Terror (London, 1921), p. 42. 

9. "Memoir," pp. 123, 122. 



However, where Mrs. Radcliffe's talent is most evident in this 

early work (and it is curious that most critics seem to ignore this 

aspect of it) is in the atmosphere of suspense and terror that she is 

able to sustain throughout the novel. The apparently supernatural 

occurrences in the opening pages gain the reader's attention and set a 

tone that is maintained consistently. The flickering light and mysteri

ous figure seen in the supposedly deserted wing of the castle of Mazzini, 

the hollow groans that emanate therefrom, and the gloomy, decaying, and 

dank passageways and chambers that Ferdinand explores draw the reader 

into the story and keep him interested until the very end of the tale 

when all the mysteries are explained. (The Marchioness of Mazzini has 

been imprisoned in the deserted section of the castle by her evil hus

band; the groans are her lamentations; the light and figure seen belong 

to a servant commissioned by the Marquis to carry food to his wife.) 

The explanation is handled rather well and is no more absurd than the 

similar situation in Jane Eyre. Although the mystery that surrounds 

Mazzini is dropped for a good part of the story while Julia is fleeing 

from her father and Duke de Luovo, care is taken to maintain the suspense 

already created and to sustain the mood so well developed early in the 

romance. Julia's escapes and captures occur at a breathtakingly rapid 

rate and the fates of her brother and lover add to the suspense when 

they both suffer wounds in her defense. Atmosphere and mood are en

hanced by the decaying ruins in which the heroine often takes refuge 

and by a generally well-controlled use of gloomy natural scenery. 
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Woods, mountains, and the sea are employed to reflect both situation and 

mental state and to create in the characters feelings of overwhelming 

awe that border on terror. 

Although it is true that A Sicilian Romance has too many anach

ronisms and improbabilities, that the reader often becomes confused by 

the great welter of incidents, and that the main characters are even 

more insipid than Mrs. Radcliffe's later heroes and heroines, some 

touches of skill are apparent in the work—enough, I believe, to offset 

its liabilities and to render it a very readable romance. Mrs. Rad

cliffe's creation of mood and atmosphere and her use of suspense are 

well done, as noted above, and her fertile inventiveness is nowhere 

in better evidence. The modern reader, schooled on the "thriller," 

possibly would find this romance more to his taste than most other 

Gothic fictions of the period, but, unfortuantely, it has been out of 

print for some time and it is difficult to locate a copy. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's third novel, The Romance of the Forest (1791), 

was the first work she published under her own name, and it brought her 

immediate fame.^ Her critics agree that it is one of her three better 

romances and many of them find it superior to the more famous Mysteries 

of Udolpho. John Dunlop says that of her works, The Romance of the 

Forest "is perhaps on the whole, and as a whole, the most interesting 

and perfect in its fable.Andrew Lang says that it "was, so far, 

10. Lionel Stevenson, The English Novel: A Panorama (Boston, 
1960), pp. 163-164. 

11. The History of Prose Fiction (Philadelphia, 1842), p. 416. 
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infinitely the most thrilling of modern works of fiction.Alice 

Killen adds that the work "marque un tres grand progres sur ses deux 

predecesseurs. non seulement dans le style, mais aussi dans 1 'habilete 

£~sic7 avec laquelle 1 'auteur manie sus materiaux et prepare 1'imagina

tion de ses lecteurs a accepter son tissu de mystere et de terreur. 

Indeed, The Romance of the Forest does mark a great advance in technique. 

The novel has a tighter structure than previous works, and the more dis

turbing anachronisms and improbabilities are all but eliminated. More

over, as Mile. Killen suggests, the evocation of atmosphere and suspense 

is more adroitly handled than before. 

The opening scenes of this work are even more effective than 

those of A Sicilian Romance. La Motte's midnight flight through the 

"dark and tempestuous" night, his arrival at the cottage in the wood and 

his imprisonment therein, and the mysterious threat that he will be 

killed unless he takes the terror-stricken Adeline with him, create an 

atmosphere of suspense and terror that is sustained for practically the 

entire novel. These scenes prepare the way for the frightened travelers 

to take refuge in the ruined Abbey of St. Clair, a decaying Gothic edi

fice which itself enhances the mood and tone of the story and in 

which most of the action is set. The author's technique of using both 

architecture and natural scenery to suggest mental states is more 

12. Adventures Among Books (London, 1905), p. 134. 

13. Le Roman Terr if ant ou Roman Noir de VJalpole £ Anne 
Radcliffe (Paris, 1923), p. 20. 



successfully developed here than in previous works, as I hope to show in 

detail in the following chapters, but it is not as intrusive as it is in 

the later Mysteries of Udolpho. In addition, Mrs. Radcliffe incrementally 

builds up a potentially supernatural atmosphere in The Romance of the 

Forest, an atmosphere all the more effective because of its slow and 

suggestive development.^ Mrs. Radcliffe's powers of suggestion were 

never greater than they are in this novel, especially in the scenes 

where Adeline reads the faded manuscript and is plagued by dreams and 

supernatural terrors. The explanations of these apparently supernatural 

events are more satisfactory than they are in Udolpho and are not arti

ficially delayed for chapters on end as in both the latter work and A 

Sicilian Romance. Not only are the explanations presented earlier on, 

but they are worked more naturally into the plot. The Romance of the 

Forest also shows a marked improvement in the techniques of characteriza

tion. tfhile it is true that Theodore and Adeline remain almost as flat 

as the author's earlier heroes and heroines and the Marquis de Montalt 

is a stereotyped Radcliffean villain, given to the same sensual vices 

as was Mazzini before him, the figures of La Motte and his wife repre

sent something new for Mrs. Radcliffe. La Motte is an improvement of 

the type of figure represented by Saintmorin in Athlin and Dunbayne, and 

both he and Madame La Motte are presented as developing characters with 

genuine internal conflicts and a degree of psychological verisimilitude. 

For these reasons, then, and despite the weak introduction of new 

14. Lee Edward Keebler, "Ann Radcliffe: A Study in Achievement," 
Unpublished Dissertation (University of Wisconsin, 1967), p. 231. 



characters and a sub-plot in the last third of the novel, The Romance 

of the Forest is a decided improvement over the author's previous efforts. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's most popular romance was The Mysteries of 

Udolpho (1794), for which she was paid the unprecedented sum of five 

hundred pounds.^ Immensely successful with the general public, the 

work was called by Coleridge "the most interesting nov.el in the English 

language."^ Its appeal to the audience of its day was so great because, 

more than any previous novel, it combined the heights of sensibility 

with some of the most suspenseful and frightening scenes yet written. 

Not only are Emily and Valancourt the most sensitive and sentimental of 

Mrs. Radcliffe's heroines and heroes, all the theoretical nuances of 

sensibility are explored in lengthy discussions between Emily and St. 

Aubert. The scenes of terror are many and various: Emily is frightened 

by the mysterious stranger in the music house, the music that accompanies 

the death of St. Aubert seems supernatural in origin, Emily thinks she 

sees her father's ghost, she faints before a horrid image behind a 

black veil, mysterious voices resound through the banquet chamber at 

Udolpho, apparent ghosts roam the deserted wing at Chateau le Blanc, and 

a pitched battle is fought with villains in a ruined watch tower high 

in the mountains. In addition, Mrs. Radcliffe's descriptions are more 

vivid and suggestive in Udolpho than in her previous work; both pictur

esque and sublime scenes are found in profusion, and her readers found 

15. Dictionary of National Biography, ed. Sidney Lee, XLVII 

(New York, 1896), 120. 

16. Critical Review (August, 1794). Quoted by Tompkins, p. 250. 



her detailed word pictures refreshingly new. Although characterization 

is Mrs. Radcliffe's major weakness, she created three of her best charac

ters in this novel. The enigmatic Montoni, derived from the villains of 

Renaissance drama and from Walpole's Manfred, stands just behind The 

Italian's Schedoni as the author's best-drawn villain; he, in fact, is 

considered an important figure in the evolution of the Byronic hero.^ 

Madame Cheron, later Madame Montoni, develops from an insensitive and 

domineering fool to a sympathetic and almost tragic figure through her 

suffering at the hands of her husband. Annette, one of Mrs. Radcliffe's 

many talkative servants, is the most realistic and amusing of the lot. 

Finally, the appeal of Udolpho to the audience of its day must have been 

due not a little to its author's ability to develop an atmosphere of 

suspense and terror, based to a great extent on the supernatural sugges

tion that apparently was so popular with her readers, and to maintain it 

consistently throughout a work of approximately 300,000 words. 

The modern reader is not likely to show the same interest in 

Udolpho as did his late eighteenth and early nineteenth century counter

parts. While the tradition of the Gothic has been maintained in modern 

fiction and, perhaps more importantly, in the cinema, the particular 

manifestation of it exemplified in the works of Mrs. Radcliffe has lost 

much of its appeal. The twentieth-century reader has had the benefit 

of the works of Lewis, Maturin, the Brontes, Poe, Hawthorne, Melville, 

Stevenson, and the many twentieth-century southern Gothicists; he has 

17. Clara F. Mclntyre, "The Later Career of the Elizabethan 
Villain-Hero," PMLA, 40 (1925), 874-880. 



been exposed to a host of fantasy and science fiction writers, from H. G. 

Wells to Ray Bradbury, who employ Gothic techniques; and he has viewed 

countless Gothic films ranging from such "monster movies" as "Franken

stein" and "The Mummy's Curse" to modern films such as "Rosemary's Baby," 

not to mention the combination Gothic thriller and detective tale that 

dominated the screen of the 1930's. With such a background, he demands 

more than Mrs. Radcliffe provides, or meant to provide, in Udolpho. In 

fact, the modern reader is more likely to enjoy the rapid movement and 

exciting incidents of A Sicilian Romance or the more modern psychology 

and tighter structure of The Italian than he is to appreciate the senti

mental and lengthy Mysteries of Udolpho. Valancourt and Emily, the hero 

and heroine of the novel, are typical weeping and fainting figures of 

sensibility, whose frequent outbursts of poetry and fits of "punctilio" 

are hard for today's reader to swallow. The work's prolixity likewise is 

irritating, and the long passages describing nature, which often impede 

the plot, tend to cause the modern reader to do some judicious skipping. 

On the other hand, Udolpho continues to have some appeal, indica

ted by its having been almost constantly in print from 1794 until the 

present day. The atmosphere of Udolpho still is powerful, the many 

mysteries still intriguing, and the character of Montoni still appeal

ing. Mrs. Radcliffe does not plunge the reader directly into the action, 

as she did in The Romance of the Forest, but rather gradually builds a 

tissue of suspense and terror, moving from the idyllic scenes of La 

Vallee to the gloomy and mysterious Chateau-le-Blanc and then to the 

still gloomier and more mysterious Castle of Udolpho; the action shifts 
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back to the chateau, considerably brightened by its new owners, and 

finally back to La Vallee. There is a parallel rising and falling of mys

tery and terror; the novel's mysteries increase in number and its terrors 

gain in intensity until Emily's escape from Udolpho, after which they 

gradually diminish until Emily and Valancourt find happiness in the 

"green world" of La Vallee. The gradual building of atmosphere and the 

rising movement of the action pull the reader into the story and impel 

him along, causing him to share Emily's curiosity as to the nature of 

the mysteries that confound her. Unfortunately, the ingenuity expended 

in developing the mysteries is not matched by that which explains them. 

Most modern critics share this view and also criticize the sentimental

ity and prolixity of the novel, but, like Peter Burra, they tend to feel 

that this romance "comes nearer success than any other such work." 

The Italian (1797) is the last novel Mrs. Radcliffe published in 

her lifetime, and it "is probably her finest work, the high-water mark 

19 
of her achievement." The work was very popular in its own day and 

for it the author received eight hundred pounds, perhaps the largest 

sum paid for a novel to that date. u The romance remains very readable 

and, X believe, the recent Oxford University Press edition (1963) is 

likely to create a renewed interest in it. Its appeal is enhanced 

because it is more tightly constructed than previous efforts, it is 

almost free from the digressions that clutter the earlier works, its 

18. Baroque and Gothic Sentimentalism (London, 1931), p. 23. 

19. Varma, p. 93. 

20. DNB, XLVII, 120. 



natural descriptions are not as often extraneous to the movement of 

the story.and successfully function to reflect mental states and reveal 

character, its characters are more skillfully rendered and more psycho

logically sound (they are also less sentimental), its conflicts and 

dangers are more vividly presented and not so far removed from the 

actual world, and the supernaturalism is explained in more palatable 

ways. Perhaps the main strength of the novel is the figure of Schedoni, 

one of the most striking villains of prose fiction. His awesome appear

ance, his clouded past, his capacity for evil, his ability to manipulate 

others for his own ends, and his very real inner conflict all serve to 

form the type of character which greatly influenced, among others, 

Maturin's Melmoth, Byron's villain-heroes, Emily Bronte's Heathcliff, 

21 
and, perhaps, Melville's Captain Ahab. 

In the earlier romances, with the exception of The Castles of 

Athlin and Dunbayne, the hero remains off-stage for most of the action, 

only occasionally popping in from the wings to rescue his lady fair (in 

Udolpho Valancourt does not even perform this function), and the story 

focuses on the heroine. However, The Italian centers on both the hero 

and heroine and Mrs. Radcliffe is highly successful in alternating 

between the adventures of Vivaldi and those of Ellena. Whereas in the 

earlier romances, one tends to get a little tired of such constant 

exposure to the sensibilities of Julia, Adeline, and Emily, the technique 

21. Robert D. Hume, "Gothic Versus Romantic: A Revaluation of 
the Gothic Novel," PMLA, 34 (1969), 282- 29 0. Also see Mario 
Praz, The Romantic Agony, trans. Angus Davidson (London, 1951), pp. 
51-91. 



of shifting between Ellena and Vivaldi maintains reader interest more 

successfully and sustains suspense by leaving one of the characters in a 

predicament while the action shifts to the other. The incidents them

selves are vividly presented. Mrs. Radcliffe's talent for highlighting 

certain scenes was already well-developed, but in The Italian she exceeds 

\ 

her previous efforts. Among the many scenes that stand out in the 

reader's mind are Vivaldi's leading Ellena to safety through the cavern 

at San Stefano, the interruption of the marriage ceremony and the battle 

in the chapel, Ellena's imprisonment in Spalatro's house, Vivaldi's 

viewing the instruments of torture in the prison of the Inquisition, 

and Schedoni's death scene. In her use of setting to create atmosphere 

and to objectify the subjective states of her characters, Mrs. Radcliffe 

also shows an improvement over her earlier methods. Not nearly so 

prolix here, she exerts more control in describing her mountains, forests, 

buildings, and ruins, relying a great deal more on suggestion than she 

previously had done. Finally, she employs the apparently supernatural 

in this novel with more success than ever before. She uses it to a 

far greater degree to reflect the state of terror of her characters, 

she works it into her plot more smoothly, and the natural explanations 

she offers for the apparently supernatural events stem from the action, 

and serve not only to explain the mysteries but also to tie up the loose 

threads of the plot. The Italian is, indeed, Mrs. Radcliffe's finest 

achievement, and after it, she wrote no more for publication. 
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Literary Contributions and Mrs. Radcliffe's Critics 

The last three romances from Mrs. Radcliffe's pen, as noted 

above, were immensely popular, but her importance as a novelist is due 

to much more than her popularity. In fact, to date, it is her influence 

on the writers who followed her and on the genre of the novel that has 

kept her name in the histories of English literature and brought her the 

modicum of fame that she has attained. She directly influenced, among 

others, numerous minor Gothicists, all the major romantic poets, Mat

thew Lewis, Charles Maturin, Sir Walter Scott, Mary Shelley, Charlotte 

22 
and Emily Bronte, Wilkie Collins, and Poe. Doubtless she exerted a 

direct influence on others as well, but it is difficult to separate 

Mrs. Radcliffe's particular influence on succeeding writers from that 

of other Gothicists or Gothicism in general. One might suspect that 

certain elements, for example, in Charles Brockden Brown's Wieland or 

in Dickens' Great Expectations and Bleak House are derived from Mrs. 

Radcliffe, but this would be hard to prove. More important than her 

specific influence on particular writers, however, is her contribution 

to the genre of the novel as a whole. 

One hardly risks contradiction in pointing out that Mrs. Rad

cliffe's extensive use of natural description, although faintly suggested 

22. For Mrs. Radcliffe's influence on later writers see: S. M. 
Ellis, "Ann Radcliffe and Her Literary Influence," Contemporary Review, 
123 (1923), 18S-197; Harrison Steeves, Before Jane Austen: The Shaping 
of the English Novel in the Eighteenth Century (New York, 1965), pp. 
264-265; Celia ,,/hitt, "Poe and the Mysteries of Udolpho," Texas Studies 
in English, 17 (1937), 124-131; Birkhead, p. 61; and Tompkins, p. 264. 



earlier by Thomas Amory and Charlotte Smith, is something new in prose 

fiction. Her use of nature, as we have seen, led Scott to call her 

"the first poetess of romantic fiction," and Varma adds that "she en

larged the scope and domain of prose fiction by liberating fancy and 

23 
quickening colour" through "her poetic treatment of landscapes. ..." 

According to G. C. Knight: "She . . . drew upon her imagination to pro

vide settings often more admirable than her method would lead us to sup

pose. Idealized as they are, they breathe a feeling for beauty which 

adds so much to the story that thenceforth novelists dared not disregard 

the new-found necessity for harmony between environment and incident. 

One should add here that Mrs. Radcliffe was adept in showing a relation

ship not only between setting and incident but also between setting and 

character. Some of the elements of this technique are present in 

Renaissance drama and were used to some extent in fiction by Richardson 

in Pamela and Smollett in Ferdinand Count Fathom and Humphrey Clinker, 

but Mrs. Radcliffe employed them more extensively and with far greater 

effect than did any previous novelist. 

Another major contribution she made to the novel was her empha

sis on suspense. Suspense, of course, is important in such novels as 

Pamela and Clarissa, but it is inextricable from and subordinated to the 

characters of the heroines and our interest in them. In Mrs. Radcliffe's 

tales, the reader's interest is focused on the suspenseful incidents 

themselves and it hardly matters if these incidents evolve from the 

23. Varma, p. 117. 

24. The Novel in English (New York, 1931), p. 83. 



character and situation of the heroine, the hero, demi-villains like 

La Motte or Madame Cheron, or even a servant such as Ludovico. For 

example, in Udolpho, the scenes centering on the "haunted" chambers at 

le Blanc and the disappearance of Ludovico are not vital in revealing 

anything about the plot or any of the main characters and are only 

loosely tied to the central action; however, the suspense produced by 

these scenes is so great that they remain among the best and most 

remembered scenes written by any Gothicist. The reader's attention is 

focused, not on the characters involved, as is the case with Richardson, 

but on the incidents and on the mysteries surrounding them. In Chapter 

Four of this study I hope to demonstrate in more detail how Mrs. Rad-

cliffe uses suspense in this way. 

In developing the principle of suspense as the main motif of her 

romances, Mrs. Radcliffe adapted "to fiction more completely than had been 

done before the technique of the drama."25 Some critics feel that her 

use of a dramatic structure greatly influenced the form of the novel and 

that it is upon this influence that her reputation ultimately should 

rest.^ The drama also influenced her conception of the villain; the 

Machiavellian villain-hero has many traits in common with figures like 

Mazzini, Montalt, Montoni, and Schedoni, and, in turn, the latter seem 

to have influenced the later Byronic hero and certain specific characters 

such as Heathcliff and Captain Ahab. Later in this study I will return 

25. Clara F. Mclntyre, Ann Radcliffe in Relation to Her Time, 
Yale Studies in English, 62 (New Haven, 1920), p. 91. 

26. Mclntyre, Ann Radcliffe, p. 91; Varma, p. 109. 
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to a consideration, in some detail, of all of these elements of Mrs. 

Radcliffe's fiction. 

While Mrs. Radcliffe's historical importance has received a great 

deal of critical attention, the intrinsic value of her novels has never 

been assessed properly. A typical comment is that of Henry Beers, who 

dismisses the novels by saying of them, "They were very long, very much 

O "J 
alike, and very much overloaded with sentiment and description." ' 

Saintsbury continually refers to the romances as "childish," "immature," 

and "futile."^ Louis Cazamian says, "The work of Mrs. Radcliffe owes 

its non-survival to internal failings: the diffuse length of her 

novels, the monotony of a style that is lavish in description and over

loaded with detail, the air of timidity and convention in the characters, 

as well as in the philosophy of life." Even worse, Cazamian adds, is 

Mrs. Radcliffe's method of explaining away the apparent supernatural, of 

reducing her "impression of dread and mystery ... to nothing more than 

an illusion.Although there has been a slight rebirth of interest in 

Mrs. Radcliffe's work since the 1920's, modern critics tend to agree that 

"a mistaken conception of literature permeated almost every aspect of her 

novels, giving them a melodramatic effectiveness but robbing them of re-

Oft 
ality, simplicity, and . . . sensitiveness to the natural world. . . ." 

27. A History of English Romanticism (New York, 1899), p. 250. 

28. CHEL, XI, 333. 

29. A History of English Literature, trans. Louis Cazamian and 
W. D. Mclnnes (New York, 1914), p. 227. 

30. R. D. Havens, "Ann Radcliffe's Nature Descriptions," MLN, 
66 (1951), 251-255. 



Even Lionel Stevenson, who makes some perceptive comments about the psy

chology of the romances, condemns Mrs. Radcliffe's "stereotyped plots, 

characters, and settings, her anticlimactic exposures of the supernatural 

illusions, and the school-girlish naivete of her outlook. . . ."31 These 

are common critical responses, and some of them no doubt are correct (for 

example, the main characters are stereotyped). However, many of these 

criticisms, especially those regarding the use of supernatural "illusion," 

have become cliches in need of revaluation. 

Much of the criticism directed at Mrs. Radcliffe apparently is 

based on only a superficial study of her work. Such is the case with 

C. F. Huffman, who says that Mrs. Radcliffe's "landscape paintings are 

clearly decorative" and that "they are not essential to the whole," a 

rather imperceptive comment based, as a check of his notes indicates, 

solely upon the Mysteries of Udolpho. It may be true of this novel 

that some of the natural descriptions are extraneous, but certainly it 

is not generally true, and it is even less true of the other novels. 

In The Italian, for example, there are scarcely any purely "decorative" 

descriptions other than those presented when Vivaldi and Paulo are 

leading Ellena to safety from San Stefano. Equally false is Havens' 

charge that Mrs. Radcliffe was insensitive to the natural world. In 

fact, precisely the opposite is the case, as I hope will become evident 

in my fourth chapter, and much of Mrs. Radcliffe's fame, as Scott notes, 

31. Stevenson, p. 164. 

32. The Eighteenth Century Hovel in Theory and Practice (Dayton, 
Virginia, 1923), p. 94. 



was based on her detailed, sensitive natural scenes. The criticism that 

the novels are far too long, expressed by Beers and Cazamian, among a 

host of others, is true only of Udolpho; none of the other four works is 

excessive in length, and two of them, The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne 

and A Sicilian Romance, are very short by any standards of comparison. 

In addition, the condemnation of Mrs. Radcliffe's work and philosophy as 

"childish," naive, or "school-girlish" is based on an apparent misunder

standing of eighteenth-century standards of taste. The novels appealed 

to a vast range of people, from the foolish, romantic young lady, like 

Lydia Languish or Catherine Moreland, to the young but intellectually 

acute Coleridge, who, as noted above, thought Udolpho the most interest

ing novel ever published. If Mrs. Radcliffe's novels are childish or 

immature, it is because the entire age was so, an assertion with which 

I find it difficult to agree. Mrs. Radcliffe's view of life is no more 

immature or naive than that of the genteel classes of her day. The 

ideals of behavior, decorum, and taste, presented through her heroines, 

heroes, and a few other figures like La Luc and St. Aubert, are the 

same sentimentalized ideals in which the lady and gentleman of the age, 

no matter how they behaved, expressed belief. The same standards are 

presented everywhere, particularly in the fiction of writers like Richard

son, Mackenzie, Fanny Burney, and, although less sentimentalized, in 

Jane Austen. As for the lack of realism in the novels, criticized above 

by R. D. Havens, it is no more fair to tax Mrs. Radcliffe for something 

that she did not attempt than it is to criticize Defoe for a lack of 

fantasy. The views with which I have disagreed here represent but a 
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small sample of what I feel are typical but erroneous conclusions about 

Mrs. Radcliffe's work. That they are generally incorrect will become 

clearer, I hope, by the end of this study. 

Obviously, then, my contention is that Mrs. Radcliffe is a better 

artist than she usually is given credit for being, and that her work has 

far more intrinsic merit than has been recognized previously. Such a 

contention, of course, cannot be proved in a work of this length; what 

is needed is an extensive study of all the facets of her art. However, 

I do hope to present the basis for my view of her novels by discussing 

those aspects of them which I feel are most important for a proper 

appraisal of her fiction. Therefore, this study will focus on Mrs. 

Radcliffe's methods of arousing and maintaining suspense and terror and 

the ways in which she signals to the reader the level of her characters 1 

fears at any given moment. Although her use of suspense and terror has 

received a great deal of critical attention, it has never been explored 

systematically in relation to her methods of characterization, choice 

and manipulation of incident and plot, use of atmosphere and setting, or 

treatment of the apparent supernatural. I hope to link these aspects of 

her work together in order to form a basis for a better understanding 

of Mrs. Radcliffe's art. 

I 



CHAPTER 3 

THE CHARACTERS: THEIR NATURE AND FUNCTION 

Mrs. Radcliffe1s methods of characterization have been subjected 

to more adverse criticism than has any other aspect of her work, with 

the possible exception of her treatment of the supernatural. As Lee 

Edward Keebler points out, "It is a critical truism, in discussing the 

works of Mrs. Radcliffe, to cite the weakness of her characterization 

and pass on to more fruitful concerns."''' Clara Mclntyre says that Mrs. 

Radcliffe's contributions to fiction lack permanence and that the 

reason for this "lies in one undeniable weakness--her failure to indi-

2 
vidualize her characters," and Edward Wagenknecht states that the 

"real trouble" with her work "is that except for Schedoni she created 

3 
no character who is good enough for her plots." Walter Allen cautions 

against judging Mrs. Radcliffe's characters by modern standards because, 

unlike present-day fiction, "In her work the characters are wholly 

subordinate to environment. . . ."^ All of these currently typical 

1. "Ann Radcliffe: A Study in Achievement," Unpublished 
Dissertation (University of Wisconsin, 1967), p. 59. 

2. Ann Radcliffe in Relation to Her Time, Yale Studies in 
English, 62 (New Haven, 1920), p. 93. 

3. The Cavalcade of the English Novel (New York, 1943), p. 120. 

4. The English Novel: A Short Critical History (New York, 1954), 
p. 101. 
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statements are essentially correct (although I find dubious Miss Mclntyre's 

assertion that Mrs. Radcliffe made no permanent contributions to litera

ture). With the exception of her villains, most notably La Motte and 

Schedoni, and two or three minor female figures, Mrs. Radcliffe does 

fail to individualize her characters. She "weaves her story about the 

same stock types,and the emphasis, as Wagenknecht and Allen suggest, 

is on plot and setting. The reader's attention is focused on the castles, 

ruins, and scenic splendors in which the action is set and on what happens 

rather than on to whom it happens. 

The subordination of character to situation and setting is not 

necessarily owing to Mrs. Radcliffe1s inability to create rounded, 

realistic, or highly individualized characters, as the critical consen

sus seems to indicate, but rather has to do with the kind of novel she 

writes. The novel of suspense and terror demands the evocation of an 

atmosphere conducive to the creation of mystery and suspense, hence the 

author's emphasis on gloomy ruins, awe-inspiring Gothic structures, and 

sublime natural scenery. Once the atmosphere has been established, 

events that create mystery and suspense and that strike terror into the 

heart of the heroes and heroines must be produced, hence the emphasis 

on incident. Later I will return to a detailed analysis of setting 

and incident, but these few comments indicate that for her purposes, 

Mrs. Radcliffe does not require highly individualized characters, any 

more than modern "thrillers," such as detective and western fiction, 

5. B. G. MacCarthy, The Later Women Novelists (1744-1818) 
(Oxford, 1947), p. 166. 
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require them. All the author needs to effect her ends is sufficiently 

sensitive characters whose vivid imaginations will cause them to become 

emotionally affected by their surroundings and fearful of the mysteries 

and dangers to which they are exposed, a menacing villain to threaten 

the heroine and cause her further emotional torments, and a noble hero to 

provide the necessary rescues and to reward the heroine's virtue and 

fortitude by marrying her and giving her a life of love, position, and, 

usually, wealth. More finely drawn characters, of course, would have 

added another dimension to Mrs. Radcliffe's work, but, like almost all 

the other Gothicists of her day, she expended her energies on the other 

elements of her fiction. That she could create well-developed characters 

when inclination or occasion moved her to do so is demonstrated by La 

Motte in The Romance of the Forest, Madame Cheron in Udolpho, and 

Schedoni in The Italian. 

As noted in Chapter One, Mrs. Radcliffe's work shows a relation

ship between character and environment, a relationship perhaps suggested 

to the author by the Renaissance drama that she so loved (one thinks im

mediately of Lear's mad scene on the heath), but which had not been 

6 
utilized to any great extent previously in prose fiction. Just as "the 

function of the characters is to focus and enhance the sentiments of the 

scene," according to Devendra Varma, so too "the scenes reflect the 

emotions of the characters. . . This perhaps unconscious desire 

6. See Mclntyre throughout. 

7. The Gothic Flame: Being the History of the Gothic Novel in 
England: Its Origins, Efflorescence, Disintegration, and Residuary 
Influence (London, 1957), pp. 113-114. 



to show the interplay between character and setting undoubtedly condi

tioned the types of heroines and heroes that Mrs. Radcliffe employed. 

It is the lot of these central characters to focus the attention of the 

reader on the scenes before him, and consequently the author drew upon 

the novels of sensibility for figures whose sensibilities were acutely 

attuned to the splendors of natural scenery and to the sublime aspects 

of mountains, forests, and the sea. Such sensitive figures are also 

necessary, as Keebler perceptively notes, "to pass on to the reader 

all the apprehensions, fears, and terrors which it is their duty to 

g 
experience." Even if Mrs. Radcliffe had been capable of drawing a 

Moll Flanders or a Tom Jones, which seems unlikely, their more practical 

worldly concerns and lack of sensibility and imagination would have 

precluded them from functioning to "enhance the sentiments of the scene" 

or from feeling the apprehensions and terrors which must be passed 

along to the reader. However, the heroine of the novel of sensibility 

is ideally suited for these tasks. 

The Heroine 

The heroine of the fiction of sensibility is derived from Samuel 

Richardson's Pamela and Clarissa. Although, as Leslie Fiedler points 

out, the pure maiden persecuted by a scheming villain had existed in 

9 literature for centuries, Richardson revitalized the type for his age. 

8. Keebler, p. 60. 

9. Love and Death in the American Novel (New Yorlc, 1962). • Also 
see R. P. Utter and G. P. Needham, Pamela's Daughters (New York, 1936). 



75 

His novels had such a wide appeal because they focused on the middle-class 

concern with marriage and economic position and because they reflected 

middle-class morality.*® Most important here, however, is the nature 

of the heroines through whom these concerns are filtered. Both Pamela 

and Clarissa are intelligent, cultured, sensitive, virtuous, and punc

tilious to an extreme. Only two traits need be added to this list to 

produce the fully developed heroine of sensibility: an almost fervent 

belief in natural benevolence and sympathy and an ardent love of nature, 

in both its picturesque and sublime manifestations. As we have seen in 

Chapter One, the absorption of these latter traits into fiction was 

abetted by the popular philosophies of Shaftesbury, Hume, Smith, and 

the theorists of the sublime. 

Richardson's heroines were not creatures of pure feeling, as 

were the later sentimental females; rather they reflect the author's 

concern with "moral sentiments, that is, mixed states in which feeling 

11 
and reason combined in encouraging virtue." After Richardson, and 

until Jane Austen, however, the heroine in English fiction, with only 

few exceptions, tends to become more and more sentimentalized. The 

gradual change toward a heroine of pure feeling was influenced by both 

continental and native authors. Prevost's work has been mentioned 

already, but also important were Marivaux's Vie de Marianne, popular 

10. See Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles, 1962). 

11. Halter F. Wright, Sensibility in English Prose Fiction, 
1760-1814: A Reinterpre tat ion, Illinois StuHTes in Language and Litera-
ture, Vol. 22, Nos. 3-4 (Urbana, Illinois, 1937), p. 17. 
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in England from 1736 on, which featured a heroine of fine sensibilities, 

and Mrs. de Riccoboni's novels, which centered on heroines whose feel-

12 
ings completely guided them through life. Countless minor English 

authors worked in the tradition established by these three French writers 

and by Richardson. Among the most important of them are Courtney Melmoth, 

Henry Brooke, Frances Sheridan, Frances Brooke, Sophia Lee, and Charlotte 

Smith. These novelists' heroines are all very much alike, and by the 

time Mrs. Radcliffe began writing, a stereotyped conception of the hero

ine dominated the fiction of sensibility, including the Gothic novel. 

Like Mrs. Brooke's Julia Mandeville, the typical heroine of sensibility 

is "artless, gentle, timid, soft, sincere, compassionate; awake to all 

the finer impressions of tenderness, and melting with pity for every 

1 ̂ human woe." She is well-educated and possesses "natural" taste. She 

is not at all reticent about giving vent to her feelings and therefore 

is an incessant weeper and fainter. Mrs. Radcliffe's heroines are cast 

from this same mold, the predominant influences on her seeming to be 

Richardson, Walpole, and Mrs. Smith. 

Mary, the principal female of The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne, 

closely resembles these stereotyped figures, and she forms a pattern for 

the heroines who follow her. Less sensitive to natural scenery than 

they are, she nevertheless shares with them many important character 

traits: "Nature had bestowed on her a heart susceptible of all the fine 

12. Wright, pp. 20-23. 

13. Wright, p. AO. 
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emotions of delicate passion; a heart which vibrated in unison with the 

sweetest feelings of humanity; a mind, quick in perceiving the nicest 

lines of moral rectitude, and strenuous in endeavouring to act up to 

14 
its perceptions." Here we have an emphasis on natural sympathy, 

discussed at length in Chapter One, which is one of the central traits 

of Mrs. Radcliffe's sympathetic characters. The sense of punctilio 

indicated in this passage can be traced back to Richardson, as noted 

above, and also is central to the Radcliffean heroine, whose "moral 

rectitude" sometimes even leads her to question the propriety of escap

ing from danger, possibly death, in the unchaperoned company of her 

lover. Mary, like all heroines of sensibility, particularly Mrs. Rad

cliffe's, is addicted to fainting, a "trait that has been most obnox

ious to readers of all times since Richardson's, particularly to the 

twentieth century."*"' Although Mary is the most passive of Mrs. Rad

cliffe's heroines, remaining at Athlin with her mother for most of the 

story, the author anticipates her later method "of subjecting her 

heroine to a series of dangers embodied within an extended pursuit" 

when she has Mary twicc kidnapped, once by each of the villains of the 

tale.^ Both times Mary is rescued almost immediately by Alleyn, but 

14. Ann Radcliffe, The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne (London, 
1844), p. 17. 

15. Utter and Needham, p. 162. There is, however, some basis of 
fact in the fainting spells so often experienced by the fictional ladies 
of the period. The tight stays worn by a properly dressed lady undoubt
edly constricted her breathing and circulation, thus causing her to 
faint in an emotional moment. 

16. Keebler, p. 94. 



later Mrs. Radcliffe will delay the heroine's rescue and thus prolong 

her sufferings, add to her fears, and sustain suspense over a longer 

period. In this early work, however, she has merely suggested her later 

methods and Mary is but a faint outline of Emily or Ellena. 

Although she is a much more active figure than Mary, Julia, the 

heroine of A Sicilian Romance, shares many character traits with her 

predecessor. She is of a "lively cast" and "an extreme sensibility sub

jected her to frequent uneasiness; her temper was warm, but generous; she 

was quickly irritated and quickly appeased; and to a reproof, however 

gentle, she would often weep, but was never sullen. Her imagination was 

ardent, and her mind early exhibited symptoms of genius."^ 

Mrs. Radcliffe bases the characters of all her heroines on three 

of the elements in the above description; they all have extreme sensibil

ities, ardent imaginations, and show "symptoms of genius." Although Mrs. 

Radcliffe never defines what she means by "genius," sometimes using the 

word to mean merely artistically talented and well-read, most often she 

appears to use the term in reference to an acute sense of morality, that 

is, an innate sense of the moral and ethical niceties of acts of behavior 

and the moral significance of natural objects. The term is generally 

synonymous with "taste," although it usually carries a stronger moral 

sense. It refers to man's emotional nature and to his innate perceptions 

more than it does to any intellectual faculty. Behind such a usage one 

17. Ann Radcliffe, A Sicilian Romance, (Dublin, 1791), I, 7-8. 



detects the influence of David Hume and Adam Smith. All of her heroes 

and heroines possess genius in the sense in which I have defined it 

here, as do some of her father figures, notably La Luc and St. Aubert. 

"Genius," in the way Mrs. Radcliffe uses it, overlaps "sensibility"; 

the latter likewise refers to nice moral perceptions and is bound up 

with man's emotional side, but the emphasis is more on emotional self-

indulgence and sentimentality. A poor peasant, a pastoral setting or 

dance, a lovely blossom, or mournful lute music heard faintly in the 

wind bring about feelings of "pleasing sadness" in Mrs. Radcliffe's 

heroines and generally lead them to indulge themselves in tears, even 

during their happiest hours. This high-strung sensitivity and emotional 

self-indulgence are of the essence of sensibility, which, coupled with 

a vivid imagination, defines Mrs. Radcliffe's heroines. Many earlier 

heroines from those of Richardson to those of Charlotte Smith possess 

the same traits. 

The supernatural suggestion of A Sicilian Romance, which occurs 

early in the work and which creates the novel's atmosphere of suspense 

and terror, is a product of Julia's vivid imagination. She first ob

serves a flickering light in the deserted wing of the Castle of Mazzini 

and it is she who first hears the hollow groans emanating from that 

section of the building. Although Madame Menon, Julia's older companion, 

argues against superstition, Julia's fears of the supernatural are 

communicated to her brother, Ferdinand, whose exploration of the deserted 

wing sustains and broadens the suspenseful atmosphere of the tale. Fer

dinand discovers nothing in the dark and decaying chambers that he 



searches, but Julia, subjected to mental torments by her father's 

constant pressure on her to marry the villainous Duke de Luovo, has 

allowed her imagination completely to overpower her reason and is 

willing to see danger or the supernatural in even the most common 

events. A typical example of this tendency occurs shortly after Fer

dinand has explored the supposedly haunted wing of the castle: 

She /juli^7 now thought she heard a foot-step near her door, 
but presently all was still, for she believed she had been 
deceived by the wind. The succeeding moment, however, convinced 
her of her error, for she distinguished the low whisperings of 
some persons in the gallery. Her spirits, already weakened by 
sorrow, deserted her; she was seized with an universal terror, 
and presently afterwards a low voice called her from without, 
and the door was opened by Ferdinand. 

18 
She shrieked and fainted. 

Julia's high-strung sensitivity and vivid imagination have created a 

suspenseful atmosphere conducive to supernatural suggestion, and this 

atmosphere, in turn, worlcs on Julia's depressed spirits and imagination 

until she is overwhelmed and faints. It is obvious from scenes such as 

this one, and they are numerous throughout Mrs. Radcliffe's work, that 

character and atmosphere work upon each other to create and maintain 

suspense and terror; likewise there is an interplay between character 

and setting and character and incident. Mrs. Radcliffe has carefully 

chosen character types designed to further this harmony between character 

and the other elements of her work. Julia, although not quite as well-

developed a figure as later heroines, is of this type. 

18. Sicilian, Vol. I, 139. 
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Julia's moral delicacy likewise is typical of the Radcliffean 

heroine. When her father threatens to force her into marriage with the 

Duke, Ferdinand urges her to flee with him and Hippolitus, to whom she 

has pledged her love. Julia's sense of propriety, however, at first 

restrains her: 

A sense of delicacy made her hesitate upon the decision which 
her heart so warmly prompted. If she fled with Hippolitus, she 
would avoid one evil, and encounter another. She would escape 
the dreadful destiny awaiting her, but must, perhaps, sully the 
purity of that reputation, which was dearer to her than existence. 
In a mind like her's /fsic7 , exquisitely susceptible of the pride 
of honour, this fear was able to counteract every other consider
ation and to keep her intentions in a state of painful suspence. ̂  

Adeline in The Romance of the Forest, Emily in Udolpho, and Ellena in 

The Italian have similar compunctions about fleeing from danger in 

the company of their lovers; however, all three finally decide to do so. 

Mrs. Radcliffe may have derived this punctilious attitude from Clarissa, 

in which the heroine agonizes over whether or not to flee Soames and 

her parents' home in the company of Lovelace, but the same sense of 

decorum is found in Otranto, which is more likely to have influenced 

Mrs. Radcliffe directly. In Walpole's work, Theodore has conveyed 

Isabella to a cavern in the woods where he wishes to conceal her from 

Manfred. He urges her to accompany him to the "inmost recesses" of the 

cavern, whereupon she responds in shocked surprise: '"Alas, what mean you, 

sir?' said she. 'Though all your actions are noble, though your senti

ments speak the purity of your soul, is it fitting that I should accom

pany you alone in these perplexed retreats? Should we be found together, 

19. Sicilian, I, 141-142. 



20 
what would a censorious world think of my conduct?1" Mrs. Radcliffe 

employs similar scenes to increase the suspense of her romances. As 

the heroine debates with herself over the propriety of accompanying a 

young man on a long journey unchaperoned, her dangers increase, and the 

reader, if he is not too irritated by the delicate moral feelings dis

played, becomes concerned with the delay and a prey to suspense. 

Julia's eventual acceptance of her brother's proposal to fly 

from Mazzini, her capture, her second escape and the ensuing pursuit 

are typical of the central situation of Mrs. Radcliffe's novels and re

flect a certain independence and hardiness on the part of her females. 

Despite her sense of moral rectitude and extreme sensibility, Julia 

demonstrates a willingness to take direct action and shows a kind of 

toughness in weathering the hardships to which she is exposed. She 

comes through the storm at sea and shipwreck hardly shaken and is none 

the worse for wear after she escapes from the charnel house where she 

was imprisoned by the banditti. She faints when she suspects danger is 

lurking in the gallery outside her room, but she also follows Ferdinand 

into the apparently haunted section of Mazzini and helps rescue him 

when he is trapped by a crumbling staircase in an old tower. Adeline 

fears to look into her mirror, so sure she is that a ghost haunts her 

room, but she flees from St. Clair, running day and night, exposed to 

very real dangers from Montalt, and suffers only a minor illness. Emily 

20. Horace Walpole, The Castle of Otranto, in Three Eighteenth 
Century Romances, ed. Harrison Steeves (New York, 1931), p. 77. 



totters in weakness after walking in her garden in an emotional scene 

with Valancourt, but escapes from Udolpho on horseback and rides to 

safety over the rugged Apennines. This curious combination of psycho

logical delicacy with physical hardiness has led to critical attacks on 

the lack of realism in Mrs. Radcliffe's female characters, but, of 

course, it is part and parcel of the romance of terror in which the 

heroine has to be firm enough and strong enough not to yield to the 

villain and eventually to escape him, but delicate enough to feel her 

21 
"oppression in every lacerated nerve." She must register her reactions 

for the reader by weeping and fainting, but she must possess a courageous 

curiosity that impels her to delve into the mysterious and a certain 

toughness that enables her to weather each storm and thus lengthen the 

suspense as mysteries and dangers accumulate. There is, of course, 

literary precedent for this kind of heroine. Richardson's Pamela pos

sesses many of the same traits, Walpole's Isabella very much resembles 

Julia and Ellena, and Mrs. Smith's Emmeline, Ethelinde, Gelestina, and 

Monimia are delicate in some respects and hardy in others. Julia is the 

first of Mrs. Radcliffe's heroines to be characterized in such a way, 

and in this respect she forms a pattern for the later Radcliffean females. 

The description of Adeline, the heroine of The Romance of the 

Forest, is very similar to that of Julia. "The remarks and general 

behaviour of Adeline . . . bespoke a good understanding and an amiable 

heart; but she had yet more--she had genius." Her eyes sparkle "with 

intelligence" and melt "with tenderness"; she is lovely and "the 

21. MacCarthy, p. 135. 
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captivations of her beauty were heightened by the grace and simplicity of 

22 
her manners. . . Like Mary and Julia before her, she is a creature 

of extreme sensibility. Although she is not such an habitual weeper or 

fainter as her predecessors, her sensibility is demonstrated in other 

ways. She is, for example, much more susceptible to the beauties of 

nature, a trait lacking entirely in Mary and only hinted at in Julia. 

Likewise, Gothic ruins affect her greatly. When she first sees the 

deserted and decaying ruins of the Abbey of St. Clair, she "uttered 

an exclamation of mingled admiration and fear. A kind of pleasing 

dread thrilled her bosom and filled all her soul. Tears started to her 

90 
eyes;—she wished, yet feared, to go on. . . ." Another aspect of 

her sensibility, her deep sympathy for others, is demonstrated through

out by her relationships with the La Mottes, Louis, Theodore, Peter, 

La Luc, the peasants of Leloncourt, and even the detestable Montalt. 

During the latter1s trial for the murder of Adeline's father, she re

grets that she must be "the instrument of dispensing that justice 

which would deprive a fellow being of existence," and the author 

inserts the comment that "if this sensibility was in her peculiar 

circumstances a weakness, it was at least an amiable one, and as such 

24 
deserves to be reverenced." In addition to sensibility, the basic 

22. Ann Radcliffe, The Romance of the Forest (London, 1823), 
p. 45. 

23. Romance of the Forest, p. 28. 

24. Romance of the Forest, p. 553. 



quality of the Radcliffean heroine is her vivid imagination; Adeline 

possesses this trait, although not to the same degree as Julia or . 

Emily St. Aubert. 'Whereas these latter ladies in distress are only 

imprisoned and threatened v;ith forced marriages, Montalt actually plots 

Adeline's rape and later her death. Such very real physical dangers 

do not require much imaginative heightening. They produce a great 

deal of suspense by their very nature. However, Adeline's imagination 

does run riot when she discovers the hidden chamber and reads the 

mysterious manuscript she finds within. These scenes are perhaps the 

most effective ones Mrs. Radcliffe ever wrote in exploring the impact 

of fear on the mind of a sensitive and imaginative young woman, and I 

will return to them later for a more detailed discussion in connection 

with the apparent supernatural. 

Adeline shares another trait with Julia, a highly developed 

sense of decorum. Just as Julia had misgivings about fleeing from 

her father and de Luovo in the company of her lover, so too does Ade

line when Theodore rescues her from Montalt's estate: 

As reflection gradually stole upon her mind, anxiety superseded 
joy. In the tumult of the late moments, she thought only of 
escape; but the circumstances of her present situation now 
appeared to her, and she became silent and pensive; she had no 
friends to whom she could fly, and was going with a young 
Chevalier, almost a stranger to her, she knew not whither. 
She remembered how often she had been deceived and betrayed, 
where she trusted most, and her spirits sunk: she remembered 
also the former attention which Theodore had shown her, and 
dreaded lest his conduct might be prompted by a selfish 
passion. 

25. Romance of the Forest, pp. 262-263. 



There is an added element here, however, which is lacking in Julia's 

case: Adeline, rather realistically, I believe, not only is troubled 

by the decorum of her station, but also is briefly mistrustful of 

Theodore's motivations. She is not quite the complete innocent of the 

earlier works. Although she possesses that curious combination of 

delicacy and hardiness mentioned earlier in connection with Julia, 

Adeline has an even greater strain of independence in her and an even 

tougher moral fiber. She faints when Theodore, whom she fails to recog

nize, pursues her on Montalt's estate while trying to rescue her, but 

later she twice braves Montalt's fury and the elements of nature as 

she flees through gloomy woods, across mountains, and down rivers with 

hardly a wink of sleep. Earlier she defies Montalt when she is com

pletely in his power, demanding that he earn her esteem, if possible, 

by releasing her immediately from confinement. This defiance, of 

course, endangers Adeline even more by provoking the duke, thus adding 

to the suspense of the story. 

Adeline differs most from Mrs. Radcliffe's previous heroines in 

the way in which she is presented to the reader. Whereas both Mary 

and Julia were described briefly and then left whole, so to speak, to 

run through a series of adventures, Adeline's character gradually un

folds before the reader, and the author shows more and tells less. Each 

situation and evsit reveals a facet of her character, and while the 

finished product is similar in most respects to Julia, she is a more 

winning figure and a more individualized one. In fact, Adeline is 

perhaps the most individualized of all Mrs. Radcliffe's heroines. 
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Scott recognized this when he pointed out that Adeline, 

wearing the usual costume of innocence, purity, and simplicity, 
as proper to heroines as white gowns are to the sex in general, 
has some pleasant touches of originality. Her grateful affec
tion for the La Motte family—her reliance on their truth and 
honour, when the wife had become unkind, and the father 
treacherous towards her, is an interesting and individual 
trait in her character. ° 

In addition to being perhaps the most original of the heroines, Adeline 

is the most likely of the lot to obtain and retain the reader's interest 

and sympathy. Interest in Adeline is awakened immediately when she is 

first shown, hysterical and fearing for her life, and is thrown on 

the mercy of the La Mottes. Further interest in and sympathy for her 

are developed as she gradually reveals the story of her confinement in 

the convent and tells of the villainous actions of the man she thinks 

is her father. Reader sympathy for her reaches a peak when the La 

Mottes turn against her and she is left entirely friendless. This 

reader involvement with Adeline offsets the later scenes of oozing 

sentimentality, and she emerges as a rather engaging personality. 

Adeline differs from previous heroines in yet another important 

respect: she is the first of Mrs. Radcliffe's isolated heroines, and 

her "primary importance lies in the suspense derived from her imminent 

27 
danger and isolation. ..." In Athlin and Dunbayne, Mary is almost 

never alone and is in danger only twice briefly. Although Julia 

26. Sir Walter Scott, Lives of the Novelists (New York, 1910), 
p. 214. 

27. Keebler, p. 102. Also see Fiedler, who discusses the 
tradition of the isolated heroine and makes many specific references to 
Mrs. Radcliffe. 



constantly is threatened with confinement and a forced marriage, she is 

in little physical danger in A Sicilian Romance. Moreover, during her 

imprisonment and flight, she is never alone, but is always in the com

pany of one of her "friends"—her sister, Hippolitus, Ferdinand, Madame 

Menon, or her mother. Adeline, on the other hand, is left utterly alone 

in the world and consequently is thrown entirely upon her own resources. 

This isolation performs three functions: it arouses reader sympathy 

for Adeline's plight; it focuses attention almost solely upon her, which 

enables her more easily to communicate to the reader those apprehensions 

and fears which torment her; and it adds to the suspense of the tale by 

raising doubts about her ability, all alone as she is, to cope with 

the very serious dangers that surround her. 

Emily St. Aubert, in The Mysteries of Udolpho, is Adeline's 

twin in some ways; their characters are developed similarly, they share 

many of the same traits, and they are manipulated for identical ends. 

Although in Udolpho Mrs. lladcliffe does not plunge the reader immediately 

into scenes in which the heroine is persecuted as she does in The 

Romance of the Forest, she attempts to win reader sympathy for Emily 

quite early in the novel by showing her living in felicity with her 

parents and then orphaning her, leaving her under the guardianship of 

her aunt, the overbearing and despicable Madame Cheron. Just as it 

looks as though marriage with Valancourt will release Emily from her 

miserable existence with her aunt, Madame weds the evil Montoni, Emily's 

marriage is cancelled, and she is carried off into Italy, eventually 

arriving, utterly friendless, at the isolated and gloomy Castle of 

Udolpho, a situation similar to Pamela's when she is taken to Mr. B's 



estate and to Clarissa's when she is imprisoned by Lovelace in the house 

of prostitution. Emily is kept under close watch at Udolpho, she is 

threatened with a forced marriage, her virtue is endangered, and she 

fears, without much reason it later turns out, for her life, a situation 

again analagous to Pamela's. Despite all this, the reader finds it 

difficult to become as interested in, sympathetic toward, or involved 

with Emily as he was with Adeline. The long passages of natural descrip

tion and the sub-plot concerning the Count de Villefort and his family 

tend to diffuse the focus of the story so that at times Emily fades 

from the center of attention. More important, her heightened sensibil

ities, demonstrated over and over again in a novel of approximately 

300,000 words, retard the action and irritate the reader. A little 

weeping, fainting, and "pleasing melancholy" go a long way, especially 

with the modern reader, and Emily is incorrigibly dewy-eyed, light

headed, and sad. 

Emily possesses (and is possessed by) the most exquisitely honed 

sensibilities of all Mrs. Radcliffe's heroines. She is the female 

counterpart of Mackenzie's Harley, a true "woman of feeling," and it is 

this aspect of her character that is emphasized in her initial descrip

tion: 

She had discovered in her early years uncommon delicacy of mind, 
warm affections, and ready benevolence; but with these was ob
servable a degree of susceptibility too exquisite to admit of 
lasting peace. As she advanced in youth, this sensibility gave 
a pensive tone to her spirits, and a softness to her manner, 
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which added grace to beauty, and rendered her a very interesting 
object to persons of a congenial disposition.^ 

Emily's extreme sensibility and "genius" are demonstrated in a number 

of ways. She is,' for example, a great lover of music and poetry. Music 

creates in her a "pleasing sadness" and usually draws from her eye a 

tear. She plays the lute exquisitely. She reads the best poets, pre

ferring the Greek, Italian, and English masters, and composes verse at 

any time and place, often under the most trying circumstances. The 

fourteen poems she writes, all of which are quite bad, generally deal 

with the melancholy or sublime aspects of nature, although upon occa

sion she tells a sad tale of a murder or accidental death. Of all of 

Mrs. Radcliffe's characters, Emily is most susceptible to nature; a 

lovely landscape sends her into raptures, and sublime scenery, particu

larly mountains, awes and terrifies her. Gothic architecture likewise 

overwhelms her with sublime feelings. Perhaps the most successful 

element of Udolpho is the interplay between Emily's emotions and the 

various settings: when she first approaches Udolpho, a frightened and 

unwilling guest, the mountains and woods which surround the castle appear 

29 
"immense," "tremendous," "dark," "gloomy," and "terrible," but later 

during the siege of the castle, when she discovers that her captors in 

the woods do not mean to murder her, the Apennines are filled with 

30 
"beauties" and are "majestic" and the woods seem lovely to her. The 

28. Ann Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho (New York, 1966), p. 5. 

29. Udolpho, pp. 224-225. 

30. Udolpho, p. 413. 



emotional self-indulgence central to the character of sensibility is 

Emily's major trait. She weeps over poor peasants in the mountains, 

sits crying in her father's room for hours after his death, bursts into 

tears at the mere mention of Valancourt's name after she has rejected 

him for being unworthy of her, and often removes to the woods or to an 

isolated tower or beach house to reflect mournfully on her sad situa

tion. Henry Beers says, "She cannot see the moon or hear a guitar or 

an organ or the murmur of the pines, without weeping. Every page is 

31 
bedewed with the tear of sensibility. . . ." Emily is, in fact, 

"incarnate sensibility, and her function in the novel is simply to 

32 
feel, to feel the appropriate emotions of wonder, awe, and terror." 

Her extreme sensibility, according to Bruce McCullough, while distress

ing to most modern readers, is contrived so that she functions "as a 

sensitive instrument for registering the fluctuations of fear and dis-

33 
tress to which she is subjected" and so that she may pass along to 

the reader those emotions which aid in the creation of suspense. 

Not only is Emily the most emotional of Mrs. Radcliffe's 

females, but she also has the most vivid imagination. Her sensibility, 

as James R. Poster points out, renders her "so sensitive that the most 

fleeting glimpse or the lightest sound relating to something dreaded 

31. A History of English Romanticism in the Eighteenth Century 
(New York, 1899), p. 252. 

32. Allen, p. 101. 

33. Representative English Novelists: Defoe to Conrad (New York, 
1946), p. 91. 



92 

strikes with terrific impact."^ Her imagination takes over and soon 

she sees visions and attributes inexplicable events to supernatural 

causes. After her father's death, for example, on two occasions she 

thinks she sees him sitting in his favorite chair. At Udolpho she hears 

a strange and lovely music and immediately judges it to be supernatural: 

""Those were surely no mortal sounds'.1 said she, recollecting their en

trancing melody. 'No inhabitant of this castle could utter such; and, 

where is the feeling, that could modulate such exquisite expression? We 

all know, that it has been affirmed celestial sounds have sometimes been 

heard on earth.'"35 when she spots Du Pont, author of the mysterious 

music, on the ramparts of the castle, she scarcely doubts "that she had 

witnessed a supernatural appearance."^ Later in the haunted rooms of 

Chateau le Blanc, she sees a face rise above a black pall on a bed and, 

interprets it as a ghost. Thus the mysteries of the novel and the sus

pense they create often are products of Emily's personality. Sensitive 

and imaginative, she is subjected to threats, imprisoned, harassed, pur

sued, and deprived of friend and lover; her real anguish and fear play 

upon her imagination, her spirits droop, and she begins to fear the 

unknown and to read terrifying mysteries into common events. The reader 

is not undeceived until late in the novel as to the true nature of the 

events that have been filtered through Emily and therefore is swept up in 

them and remains in suspense until they are explained. 

34. History of the Pre-Romantic Hovel in England (New York, 1949), 
p. 265. 

35. Udolpho, p. 340. 

36. Udolpho, p. 356. 
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The delicacy and decorum of Emily's behavior are beyond reproach. 

When Valancourt proposes a clandestine marriage to her, she of course 

firmly rejects the idea, and even Mrs. Radcliffe seems surprised at 

Emily's reaction to such an odious suggestion by noting that "she did 

07 
not faint." YJhen Valancourt is accused of being unworthy of her 

because of his gambling in Paris, she rejects his suit out of hand with

out the slightest proof and without alloxjing him to defend himself, a 

course of action which apparently was accepted by Mrs. Radcliffe's 

audience but which today one finds distasteful. Emily carries her idea 

of proper behavior to such extremes that she refuses to spealc out when 

to do so would save her from embarrassment and perhaps persecution. 

Montoni misinterprets, perhaps purposely, a letter Emily writes to her 

uncle and convinces Count Morano that its contents are a promise to 

marry him; Emily, aware of Montoni's misinterpretation, is insulted by 

his behavior toward her, and, instead of explaining the circumstances 

to Morano, merely says, "X never can accept the honour of your alliance," 

dropping the matter at that and thereby incensing both Montoni and the 

38 
Count, the latter of whom thinks she is breaking a promise to him. 

One finds such behavior more than foolish; a simple explanation might 

have cleared up the situation, but Mrs. Radcliffe uses Emily's reticence 

to create still greater distresses for her heroine and to provide addi

tional suspenseful situations. The firmness with which Emily refuses to 

discuss Morano's proposal is indicative of that strain of firmness, 

37. Udolpho, p. 155. 

38. Udolpho, p. 200. 



perhaps stubbornness, that runs through even the most delicate and deco

rous heroine, and Emily is no exception, having more than her share of 

fortitude. Emily's strength of character, however, is expressed in a 

sort of stoicism; she is even more passive than was Adeline, but she 

remains firm in the face of great oppression, refuses to submit to 

Montoni's threats, and doggedly protects her virtue and her aunt's 

estates. Even though she breaks down frequently, once to the point of 

madness, it is always in the seclusion of her chambers or when she is 

alone in the midst of natural splendors; in the face of the enemy, she 

always stands her ground. This, as noted above, provokes the villains 

of the tale and creates additional suspenseful situations. 

Like Adeline before her and Ellena after, Emily is an isolated 

heroine. She is orphaned early in the book, torn away from her lover, 

placed in the power of the insensitive and domineering Madame Cheron, 

falls into the clutches of the villainous Hontoni, is removed to the 

wild Apennines and imprisoned in Udolpho, and even after she is be

friended by the Count de Villefort, isolates herself in grief for a 

while in a convent. Her isolation, of course, creates suspense, as it 

did in Adeline's case, and it enhances the mysterious and apparently 

supernatural atmosphere of the story. Emily's character is such that 

she creates mysteries out of thin air, and with no friend to console 

her or to help her unravel the threads of the events that confound her, 

she remains in a continual state of suspense and fear, and she passes 

this condition along to the reader, who remains mystified as long as 

she does. 
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With the character of Emily, Mrs. Radcliffe reached the apex of 

the heroine of sensibility; it would be virtually impossible to create 

a heroine of greater sensibility than Emily without lapsing into carica

ture. In The Italian, the last novel she published in her lifetime, Mrs. 

Radcliffe sharpened her tools of characterization, and although the 

heroine, Ellena di Rosalba, is cast in the same mold as Adeline and 

Emily, she is a somewhat more restrained character in terms of sensi

bility, and hence is more realistic. Although sensitive to the charms 

of music and poetry and although her love of nature sustains her through 

the hours of her greatest tribulations, she does not rhapsodize over 

these things as did Emily. Perhaps more important to the modern reader, 

Ellena is not such an incessant weeper and fainter as were her predeces

sors. She does shed her share of tears--when Vivaldi receives permission 

to court her, for example--and she faints under extreme duress, but most 

often her emotional reactions are restrained. When she is separated from 

Vivaldi because of his parents' objections to her station in life, she 

spends more time analyzing the situation and deploring their prejudices 

than she does in weeping over her sad plight. Even in the scene in 

which Ellena discovers that her mother is not dead after all, a scene 

that seems made for excessive sentimentalism, the emotional reactions of 

both mother and daughter are played down. One wishes that Mrs. Radcliffe 

had learned and practiced such restraint earlier in her career. 

Not only does Ellena control her emotions far better than the 

earlier heroines, but she also keeps her curiosity and imagination in 

check. The previous heroines, except for Adeline, possessed almost 



insatiable curiosities which impelled them to discover and to investi

gate all sorts of mysteries, and their vivid imaginations caused them 

to interpret many of these mysteries as supernatural in origin. Ellena, 

however, investigates no mysteries and expresses no belief in the super

natural whatsoever. The only supernatural suggestions in the romance 

come from the hero's interpretation of mysterious incidents. Conse

quently, in order to maintain the aura of suspense around the heroine, 

central to all her novels, Mrs. Radcliffe has to expose Ellena to very 

real dangers and create a mystery surrounding her identity and true 

parentage. The author did much the same thing with Adeline in The 

Romance of the Forest in order to compensate for her lessened curiosity 

and imagination. The use of emotional and imaginative restraint ere-
\ 

ates a more realistic heroine, and one more likely to appeal to the 

modern reader, and the method of surrounding her with real rather .than 

imaginary dangers to a far greater extent than was done previously 

increases the reader's sympathy for her plight at the same time that it 

adds to the suspense of the story. 

Ellena shares with the other heroines a strong sense of punctilio. 

This is especially evident when Vivaldi is about to rescue her from the 

convent at San Stephano, where she has been imprisoned and even threat

ened with death on the orders of Vivaldi's mother: "It was true that 

Vivaldi had discovered her prison, but, if it were possible that he 

could release her, she must consent to quit it with him; a step from 

which a mind so tremblingly jealous of propriety as hers, recoiled with 
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alarm, though it would deliver her from captivity."39 However, Mrs. Rad-

cliffe takes pains to justify this rather over-nice sense of propriety by 

indicating that Ellena must be particularly careful of her conduct be

cause she is entirely alone in the world and has no one to guide or 

advise her. Such punctilious behavior creates a good deal of suspense 

in this case because it appears that Ellena might not attempt to escape 

after all, and when she does decide to do so, the delay has rendered her 

flight even more difficult. Ellena's delicacy of behavior, like that of 

the earlier heroines, is not matched by physical delicacy. She emerges 

from her imprisonment at San Stephano and at Spalatro's house emotionally 

and physically unscathed; in her flight with Vivaldi and subsequent cap

ture by Schedoni's agents, she rides on horseback day and night over the 

most rugged terrain and, fearing poison, goes without food for days with

out suffering any ill effects. Her strength of mind is also great and 

her exercise of it creates perilous and suspenseful situations, especially 

at San Stephano when she resists the Abbess and refuses to take the veil 

at the risk of her life. 

Just as it was in the previous two romances, a great deal of 

suspense in The Italian is created by the heroine's isolation. Ellena 

is the most isolated of all the heroines, not even having a faithful 

servant around her and being separated from Vivaldi for most of the 

novel. The dangers to which she is exposed at San Stephano and Spalatro's 

house are more threatening because she is so utterly alone and it appears 

39. Ann Radcliffe, The Italian, or The Confessional of the 
Black Penitents (New York, 1963), p. 122. 
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no help can reach her. Consequently, the suspense is enhanced greatly 

in these scenes and Ellena's terror is more affecting and real than was, 

for example, Emily's, whose dangers were mostly figments of a disordered 

imagination. On the whole, Ellena is the most realistic of all Mrs. 

Radcliffe's heroines. 

Although characterization is the weakest element in Mrs. Rad

cliffe's fiction, she did become more and more adept at doing what she 

wanted to do with her heroines. Mary in Athlin and Dunbayne forms but a 

faint outline of the later heroines, but she is imbued with great sensi

bility and twice her situation provides for exciting and suspenseful 

scenes. The pursuit of the heroine, derived from Richardson and "Gothi-

cised" by Walpole, is developed fully in A Sicilian Romance. Hereafter 

this situation, to be discussed in detail in the next chapter, provides 

most of the suspense in the romances. Julia's vivid imagination, which 

becomes one of the central traits of Mrs. Radcliffe's heroines, provides 

for the supernatural suggestion in the work and thus provides additional 

mystery and suspense. Finally, Julia's sensibility is given another di

mension by emphasizing her love of nature. Adeline, in The Romance of the 

Forest, is a heroine with even more sensibility than Julia; with her, the 

love of nature and Gothic architecture is first fully developed. Her 

imagination provides for the best scenes of apparent supernaturalism in 

all the romances. With Adeline, Mrs. Radcliffe adds the isolation theme 

to the pursuit motif, which greatly increases the sense of the heroine's 

danger and thereby adds to the suspense of the story. Sensibility reaches 

its peak in Udolpho in the character of Emily, whose love of nature and 



whose feelings for the sublime are perhaps unparalleled in the history of 

fiction. Her curiosity and vivid imagination provide for almost all of 

the novel's many mysteries and apparently supernatural occurrences. 

Suspense is linked more closely with the heroine here than in any of 

the other novels. In The Italian 1-lrs. Itadcliffe shows more restraint in 

portraying Ellena than she showed in her previous romances. Although 

Ellena is sensitive, curious, and imaginative, she is less so than the 

earlier heroines, and while she provides for much of the novel's sus

pense, even more stems from Vivaldi's adventures. In most respects, 

Ellena is the most realistically presented of the heroines. 

A composite picture of the Radcliffean heroine drawn from this 

discussion shows this hypothetical young lady in general to be of the 

genteel or upper classes, well-educated in music and literature, and 

possessed of the highest moral principles. She is an incessant weeper 

and fainter whose exquisite sensibilities, James R. Foster says, are 

demonstrated "by the ideality and intensity of her love, her passion 

for nature and retirement, and her pathological craving for fearful 

experience."^® She also has a vivid imagination, which, combined with 

her great curiosity, creates and uncovers mysteries and produces super

natural explanations for natural events. Generally the heroine is an 

orphan, or at least friendless, and there is some mystery surrounding 

her identity. She is pursued and persecuted by an evil nobleman, from 

whom she is rescued by a noble young lover who afterwards marries her. 

40. "The Abbe Prevost and the English Novel," PHLA, 42 (1927), 
443-464. 
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Throughout all her hardships and dangers, she maintains great strength 

of character and shows a physical and psychological hardiness combined 

with apparent delicacy. She emerges from her adventures completely 

unscathed emotionally or physically, and, as Walter Wright notes in 

41 
detail, she shows no character change whatsoever. Her function in the 

novel is twofold: first, her situation as object of the sex chase, no 

doubt derived from Richardson and influenced by Walpole, provides ex

citement and suspense; second, her character traits lead her to seek 

out and become involved in various mysteries, thereby adding to the 

suspense of the story and to her own terrors and also providing most 

of the supernatural suggestion in the romance. Although the heroine 

is not the best drawn of Mrs. Radcliffe's characters, she is by far the 

most important. 

The Hero 

Just as Mrs. Radcliffe's heroines are drawn from the novels 

of sensibility, so too are her heroes. They are all men of feeling, the 

end products of the type of male figure that evolved from Richardson1s 

title character in Sir Charles Grandison (1753-1754). As the cult of 

feeling developed in England, both philosophically and in fiction, 

masculine emotional reticence came to be valued less, and a balance 

between traditional male traits—emotional restraint, intellectual 

prowess, physical ruggedness, etc.--and feeling came to be valued more. 

The result of this in fiction was the emergence of the man of feeling, 

41. Wright, p. 88. 
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a type represented by Sterne's My Uncle Toby and Yorick and epitomized 

by Mackenzie's Harley. Walpole introduced a modified version of this 

figure into Gothic fiction; Theodore, the hero of Otranto, is hardy and 

courageous, but he also is a man of fine sensibilities. In fact, 

after the death of Matilda, his true love, he marries Isabella only so 

that he can live "in the society of one with whom he could for ever 

/ o 
indulge the melancholy that had taken possession of his soul." Clara 

Reeve, in the Old English Baron, seems to have patterned her hero, 

Edmund, more after Yorick and Harley than after Theodore. Although a 

few pages of the novel are devoted to a description of Edmund's heroic 

feats in battle, for the most part he does very little but shed tears. 

Next to Mrs. Radcliffe's Valancourt, he is probably the most emotional 

hero in Gothic fiction. When Sir Philip tells the strange story of 

Edmund's birth, the latter's "tears bore witness to his Csir Philip'^ 

veracity; he was obliged to hide his face, he lifted up his clasped 

hands to Heaven, and was in great emotions during all this part of 

the relation. . . When Sir Philip and Baron Fitz-Owen appear at 

Lovel Castle to inform the waiting Edmund that the story of his birth 

has been verified, 

Edmund threw himself at their feet and embraced their knees, 
but could not utter a word. They raised him between them, and 
strove to encourage him; but he threw himself into the arms of 
Sir Philip Harclay, deprived of strength, and almost of life. 
They supported him to a seat where he recovered by degrees, 

42. Walpole, p. 123. 

43. Clara Reeve, The Old English Baron (London, 1967), pp. 118-
119. 
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but had no power to speak his feelings; he looked up to his 
Benefactors in the most affecting manner, he laid his hand on 
his bosom, but was still silent. ̂  

Mrs. Radcliffe's heroes, particularly Valancourt, often show the same 

excess of emotion, and they all closely resemble either Theodore or 

Edmund. 

The Radcliffean hero, except for Osbert and Alleyn in Athlin and 

Dunbayne and Vivaldi in The Italian, for the most part is not involved 

in the central action. He generally appears early in the novel and then 

disappears for one reason or another until near the end of the story. He 

performs a dual function: primarily he is around to express the author's 

ideas of nobility and manly virtue and to reward the heroine's suffering 

and fortitude by marrying her; he also contributes something to the 

suspense of the tales by trying to rescue the heroine and adds to her 

fears by suffering wounds or imprisonment in her defense. This is only 

generally true, of course, since Osbert, Alleyn, and Vivaldi have more 

central functions. 

Two heroes equally share the limelight of Athlin and Dunbayne: 

Osbert, the Earl of Athlin, and the young peasant, Alleyn, who turns 

out to be the true heir of Dunbayne. In this first romance, Mary, the 

heroine, is relatively obscure, and the two young men dominate the 

action. They are mirror images of each other except for the fact that 

Alleyn's identity is unknown at first (although the reader guesses it 

rather quickly). Both possess the martial spirit, but combine it 

with all the traits of sensibility. Osbert, for example, is described 

44. Reeve, p. 141. 
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in this way: 

He excelled in the various accomplishments of his rank, but 
chiefly in the martial exercises, for they were congenial to 
the nobility of his soul, and he had a secret pleasure in 
believing that they would one time assist him to do justice 
to the memory of his dead father. His warm imagination 
directed him to poetry, and he followed where she led. He 
loved to wander among the romantic scenes of the highlands, 
where the wild variety of nature inspired him with all the 
enthusiasm of his favorite art. He delighted in the ter
rible and in the grand, more than in the softer landscape: 
and wrapt in the bright visions of fancy, would often lose 
himself in awful solitude 

This combination of warrior and modern man of sensibility, perhaps 

influenced by Macpherson's Ossian poems, is seen when Osbert, imprisoned 

by the evil Malcolm, is led out for a sham execution, designed to torment 

him. He defies Malcolm and courageously awaits his death, but when 

his thoughts turn to his mother, he weeps and faints. Moreover, Osbert 

is portrayed as utterly virtuous and noble; on three occasions Malcolm, 

who comes to taunt his prisoner, leaves Osbert's presence "enraged at 

the unbending virtue of the earl."^ Alleyn, to a somewhat lesser 

degree, is represented as also having the qualities of sensibility, 

virtue, and nobility. The latter quality is "natural" in Alleyn; that 

is, although he is thought to be a peasant, his high birth shines 

through this facade and is exemplified in the nobility of his senti

ments and the punctilio of his behavior to Mary, whom he loves but who 

he thinks is far above his station in life. 

Both heroes perform the function of rescuing their respective 

ladies from danger. Osbert rescues the lovely Laura from the clutches 

45. Athlin and Dunbayne, p. 2. 

46. Athlin and Dunbayne, p. 6. 
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of her uncle Malcolm and marries her. Alleyn twice rescues Mary, once 

from Malcolm's men and once from Saintmorin, and when his true identity 

is revealed, he weds her. Although the love stories are given a great 

deal of emphasis, the main interest of the story lies in the dangers to 

which Osbert and Alleyn are exposed and the suspense derived from their 

adventures. Osbert provides suspense when he escapes from Dunbayne. 

IJhile his fate hangs in the balance, his mother and sister are kept in 

perpetual suspense, weeping and fainting, but the suspense is crudely 

contrived and presented. The suspense that evolves from Alleyn1s adven

tures is handled a bit better and derives from a wider range of situa

tions. He, too, is imprisoned, but escapes almost immediately through 

a subterranean passageway in which he has many frightening experiences, 

some of which have supernatural overtones. Later he returns to attempt 

Osbert's rescue and is subjected to another series of harrowing adven

tures. In addition, he twice saves Mary, and on the second occasion is 

challenged by his friend Osbert, who thinks he is a kidnapper. Addi

tional suspense, of a less exciting kind, is derived from the long 

frustration of his love affair with Mary and the question of his identity. 

Thus, most of the suspense and all of the supernatural suggestion come 

out of the adventures of the heroes. In the later novels, with the 

exception of The Italian, the hero becomes more passive and the suspense 

and supernaturalism stem from the heroine's adventures. 

The shift toward a more active heroine and a more passive hero 

is demonstrated clearly in A Sicilian Romance. Here the action centers 

on the pursuit of Julia, and the hero, Hippolitus, Count de Vereza, 
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"instead of initiating action himself . . . tends to counter the actions 

of others. As a result, the heroine is forced more and more to rely on 

her own resources."^ Hippolitus does try to spirit Julia away from 

her father and the Duke de Luovo, but the attempt is nipped in the bud 

and Hippolitus is wounded, spending about half the tale completely out 

of the picture while he recovers from his wounds. Later he saves Julia 

from the banditti in the wood, but most of the action is initiated by 

Mazzini, de Luovo, and Julia herself, and even Ferdinand, Julia's brother, 

plays as large a role as does Hippolitus. Because the latter's role is 

so passive, little suspense is associated with him. Although he does 

provide for the most exciting and suspenseful scene in the romance when 

he saves Julia from the banditti, his main function is to keep her in 

dread over his fate when he is wounded and disappears from the action. 

Of all the heroes, Hippolitus is the most shadowy figure. He scarcely 

is described at all, and all we know of him is that he is a noble youth, 

much admired by all the ladies, that he honors his parents, and that he 

coldly rejects the advances of Iforia, Julia's stepmother. His passion 

for Julia is so restrained and brotherly that the reader must continually 

check to see if it is he or Ferdinand who is addressing her. Even though 

the later heroes become more and more passive until Vivaldi in The 

Italian, they are at least described more clearly and more is made of 

the effect on the heroine of their wounds and absences. 

47. Keebler, p. 96. 
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Theodore, in The Romance of the Forest, is the most sentimental

ized of the heroes so far, and in this he anticipates the really extreme 

sensibilities of Valancourt in The Mysteries of Udolpho. Unlike Valan-

• court, however, he shares the martial courage of Osbert and Alleyn. 

His sensibilities are emphasized more in his relationship with La Luc, 

his father, than with Adeline. For example, when he is imprisoned and 

under sentence of death, La Luc visits him in jail: 

Unable any longer to command himself, Theodore wrung his hands, 
and the distress which had long struggled for utterance, burst 
in convulsive s.obs from his breast. La Luc gradually revived, 
and exerted himself to calm the transports of his son; but the 
fortitude of the latter had now entirely forsaken him, and he 
could only utter exclamation and complaint. "Ah1, little did I 
think we should ever meet under circumstances so dreadful as 
the present1. But I have not deserved them, my father', the 
motives of my conduct have still been just1.11 

48 
"That is my supreme consolation," said La Luc. . . . 

Theodore's sense of punctilio is demonstrated in his relationship with 

Adeline. Shortly after he rescues her from Montalt's estate, he 

declares his love for her, but checks his unseemly behavior, saying: 

Yet do me the justice to believe, that I am sensible of the 
impropriety of pleading my love at present, and have been surprised 
into this confession. I promise also to forbear from a renewal of 
the subject, till you are placed in a situation, where you may 
freely accept or refuse the sincere regards I offer you. If I 
could, however, now be certain that^jlj possess your esteem, it 
would relieve me from much anxiety. 

Theodore is as decorous in his behavior and as concerned with punctilio as 

are the heroines of the romances themselves. However, Mrs. Radcliffe, by 

presenting him as a military man of great courage, is careful not to make 

48. Romance of the Forest, p. 494. 

49. Romance of the Forest, p. 267. 
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him appear effeminate. He deserts his regiment to save Adeline from 

Montalt, who is his commander, and later, although he knows such an 

act will make him liable to the death penalty, he fights a duel with 

Montalt in an attempt to save Adeline from recapture. 

Although Theodore risks his career and life to save Adeline from 

a fate worse than death, "he is largely without control of the developing 

events. . . In fact, he spends most of the earlier part of the 

novel with his regiment, where Montalt has sent him, suspecting his 

growing interest in Adeline, and after the escape from Montalt1s estates, 

he is confined in prison, where we catch only a few brief glimpses of 

him until near the end of the story. This serves "to isolate the hero

ine even more, making her for the most part entirely dependent on her 

51 
own resources in facing the dangers which confront her." The absence of 

Theodore from the action also adds to the fears of Adeline, who eventually 

discovers he is under sentence of death, and increases the suspense of 

the story when first La Luc and later Adeline rush to Paris to seek a 

pardon for him. 

The most passive, and to the modern reader the most distasteful 

and irritating, of all the heroes is Valancourt in The Mysteries of 

Udolpho. Not only is he the most sentimentalized and vapid of Mrs. 

Radcliffe's males, but, as Keebler points out, "aside from the romantic 

aspects of the novel, Valancourt has no function in the romance. He 

represents, in fact, the nadir of Mrs. Radcliffe's heroes from the 

50. Keebler, p. 101. 

51. Keebler, p. 101. 
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standpoint of their active participation in the plot of their respective 

52 
stories." He appears on the scene early in the novel and immediately 

wins Emily's heart and the approval of her father, who sees in him "a 

frank and generous nature, full of ardour, highly susceptible of whatever 

is grand and beautiful," and who feels that "his perceptions were clear, 

and his feelings just"-^ (a view which the reader is unlikely to share). 

\ 

He drops out of sight for quite some time, reappearing to pay court to 

Emily after her father's death. When Emily is forced to go to Italy 

with her aunt, Valancourt again disappears from the scene, not to 

reappear until Emily escapes from Udolpho and returns to Chateau le 

Blanc. After Emily rejects his suit because his reputation has been 

besmirched by the Count de Villefort, Valancourt appears only intermit

tently until near the end of the novel. Thus, he is not even involved 

in the action for perhaps three-fourths of the romance, and he is absent 

during all of Emily's terrifying adventures. Even when he is present 

he adds very little to the story. In fact, he spends most of his time 

doing nothing but weeping (bursting into "convulsive sobs" on five 

separate occasions in one brief farewell scene) and pleading with Emily 

to accept him. The earlier heroes at least contributed something to the 

suspense of the tales, but Valancourt1s function is purely a romantic one, 

and the only suspense derived from his actions is built around the 

question of whether or not he will eventually win the fair Emily, a 

question to which the reader of romance automatically knows the correct 

answer. 

52. Keebler, p. 104. 

53. Udolpho, p. 41. 
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Mrs. Radcliffe's heroes had become increasingly like Mackenzie's 

Harley and Miss Reeve's Edmund and more and more passive from Osbert and 

Alleyn to Valancourt, but in The Italian she returns to a less sentimen

talized and more active hero. Vincentio Vivaldi is described in much the 

same way as had been the earlier heroes. He has a "noble and generous" 

pride and "fiery passions," and he is "frank in his temper, ingenuous in 

his sentiments, quickly offended, but easily appeased; irritated by any ap

pearance of disrespect, but melted by a concession, a high sense of honor 

rendered him no more jealous of offence, than a delicate humanity made him 

ready for reconciliation and anxious to spare the feelings of others 

On occasion he reveals his sensibilities, as he does when he expounds on 

the glories of nature during his and Ellena's flight from San Stephano 

and when he weeps over the just and noble sentiments of the Chief Inquis

itor, but these scenes are restrained and occur infrequently; they are 

never cloying as are the similar scenes in Udolpho. However, what really 

distinguishes Vivaldi from the previous heroes is his internal conflict. 

Osbert has a degree of it, shorn when he wishes to give his sister in 

marriage to his friend Alleyn but cannot because of the difference in 

their stations. Hippolitus, Theodore, and Valancourt have no such con

flict at all. Vivaldi, on the other hand, is torn between his love for 

Ellena and the wishes of his parents, who violently oppose his relation

ship with her. Although he chooses love over filial obedience, he is 

distressed by his decision, and his inner conflict continues until 

almost the very end of the story, when Ellena is proved to be of noble 

54. Italian, p. 8. 
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birth. In portraying Vivaldi, Mrs. Radcliffe does not make the mistake 

she made with Valancourt; she shows Vivaldi in action and does not just 

tell of his problems and adventures. This method combined with a more 

restrained and realistic technique of characterization makes Vivaldi the 

most successfully presented of all the heroes. 

The Italian is built around the familiar motif of the pursuit and 

persecution of an innocent female, but in this novel, the actions of the 

hero are as important as those of the heroine. Mrs. Radcliffe alternates 

betv7een Vivaldi's and Ellena's adventures, a method designed to exploit 

fully the story's potential for suspense. For example, early in the 

novel Ellena is kidnapped by masked ruffians and carried toward an un

known destination, but the story shifts from her, leaving her in fear 

and ignorant of the reasons behind her abduction, and focuses on Vivaldi's 

adventure at the ruins of Paluzzi, where he and Paulo are lured into 

and imprisoned in a subterranean vault by an apparently supernatural 

being. As they languish in despair, the thread of Ellena's story is 

picked up again. The suspense is greatly enhanced by leaving one of the 

main characters in a predicament while attention is shifted to the other. 

Such a method involves the hero more thoroughly in the action, and Vivaldi 

is the most active hero since Osbert and Alleyn in Athlin and Dunbayne. 

In fact, his actions precipitate most of the suspenseful situations in 

the novel. His refusal to submit to his parents' wishes by giving up 

Ellena, for example, results in his mother's scheme with Schedoni to 

kidnap her. He takes the initiative again when he rescues Ellena from 

her confinement in San Stephano, and this action, fraught with suspense 
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and danger in itself, leads to Schedoni's plot against Ellena's life and 

results in Vivaldi's imprisonment by the Inquisition, two of the most 

thrilling situations in the novel. 

Not only do Vivaldi's actions precipitate most of the suspense-

ful incidents in The Italian, but the supernaturalism of the novel, impor

tant for the suspense it creates and for the atmosphere it establishes, 

derives from his imagination. Previous to The Italian, except for Athlin 

and Dunbayne, the presentation of supernatural suggestion was a function 

of the heroine, but in this work the hero takes that function over com

pletely; of all the characters in the novel only he and his servant 

Paulo attribute natural events to supernatural causes. He thinks the 

monk at Paluzzi is a superhuman being and that Niccola's presence in his 

cell and at his interrogations in the Inquisition prison is due to super

natural forces. In the Inquisition scenes, Mrs. Radcliffe employs this 

supernaturalism to demonstrate the level of Vivaldi's terror. His func

tion in presenting the supernatural suggestion of the romance and the 

way in which the suspense of the story evolves from his actions make 

him by far the most active and important hero in Mrs. Radcliffe's work. 

Although there are some common elements present in the characters 

discussed above, a composite picture of the Radcliffean hero is difficult 

to draw. Like the heroines, the heroes ultimately are derived from the 

novels of sensibility and from such figures as Richardson's Sir Charles 

Grandison and Mackenzie's Harley, but they owe a great deal as well to 

Walpole and Reeve. Their sensibilities are exemplified by their love of 

music, poetry, and nature, by their sentimentality, and by their decorous 
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behavior toward their parents and the heroine. Like the heroines, they 

are strictly eighteenth-century individuals despite the fact that the 

action is always laid in the past. They are military men, except for 

Vivaldi, and .all but Valancourt prove their courage by defying the 

villain in defense of the heroine. On the whole, they are flat, stereo

typed figures. They differ greatly in terras of their activity or pas

sivity in the plot, with Osbert, Alleyn, and Vivaldi playing the most 

active roles and Valancourt the most passive. Their function in the 

romances is, first, to present an ideal of manly virtue and to reward the 

heroine through marriage; second, to add to her fears through their long 

absences and the wounds they suffer in her defense; and, third, especially 

in the case of Vivaldi, to initiate action productive of suspense. 

The Villain 

To turn from Mrs. Radcliffe's heroes to her villains is to turn 

from the least interesting and most poorly developed of her character 

types to her most successful and influential figures. Mrs. Radcliffe 

was not alone, of course, in creating villains far superior to her 

heroes. In most Gothic fiction, as W. W. Watt notes, "The young hero 

was a relatively unimportant character" and the villain shared the lime

light with the heroine.The emphasis on the latter two figures is due 

to the nature of the genre of terror, as defined by Bertrand Evans: "an 

active agent of terror," the villain, is required to supplement "the 

55. Shilling Shockers of the Gothic School (Cambridge, Massa
chusetts, 1932), p. 34. 
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primary object of terror," the heroine. As noted above, the Gothic 

novelists derived their heroines and heroes from the novels of sensibil

ity, but there is more than one source for the type of villain they 

employed. 

There is an abundance of evidence, both external and internal, 

to support the view of Devendra Varma and Clara Mclntyre that the Eliz-

57 
abethan drama is the ultimate source of Mrs. Radcliffe's villains. 

As Talfourd notes throughout his short "life" of Mrs. Radcliffe, she not 

only was a constant theater-goer, but was well read in Renaissance drama 

as well. Her familiarity with Shakespeare in particular is evident from 

the quotations she uses in her last three romances. On the title page of 

The Romance of the Forest, for example, appears a quotation from Macbeth, 

and nine of the novel's twenty-six chapters are headed by Shakespearean 

citations, mostly drawn from King John and Macbeth and always pertinent 

to the content of the chapter. Twenty-two of Udolpho's fifty-seven chap

ters begin this way, with most of the quotations from Julius Caesar and 

the major tragedies. In The Italian, twelve of the thirty-three chapters 

open with quotations from Shakespeare, most of them unidentified by title 

but relevant to the action of the chapter. Other quotations from or 

allusions to Shakespeare appear throughout the body of the romances. 

It is evident from these quotations that Mrs. Radcliffe was particularly 

familiar with the major tragedies and such bloody plays as Titus 

"56. Gothic Drama from Walpole to Shelley (Berkeley, 1947), pp. 
9-10. 

57. Varma, p. 117; Mclntyre, pp. 67-68. 
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Andronicus, Richard III, and Julius Caesar, and, therefore, that she was 

quite likely to have been influenced by the villains and villain-heroes 

of these plays and possibly by those of other Renaissance dramas as well. 

Her villains, like those in the earlier drama, are towering figures of 

domineering personalities and selfish aims, prone to revenge and capable 

of murder. Mazzini and Schedoni, for example, remind one of D'Amville 

in The Atheist's Tragedy and Vendice in The Revenger's Tragedy: they 

are revengeful poisoners of heart-chilling cruelty who manipulate people 

and events for their own selfish ends. Montalt's character is defined 

by its combination of carnality and murderous intent, the dominant 

traits of Aaron in Titus Andronicus and De Flores in The Changeling. 

The avarice and lust for power that characterize Montoni can be found 

in a host of Elizabethan villains from Marlowe's Barabas to Shakespeare's 

Macbeth. 

Another possible source for Mrs. Radcliffe's villains is Para

dise Lost. Quotations, particularly in the form of chapter headings, in 

Udolpho and The Italian indicate a familiarity with Milton's work, and 

there is a strong possibility that his Satan influenced her as it almost 

certainly influenced such Gothicists as Monk Lewis, Charlotte Dacre, and 

58 
Charles Maturin. The overwhelmingly evil figures of Montoni and 

Schedoni, the latter a "fallen" priest, could have been partly shaped by 

Mrs. Radcliffe's conception of Milton's fallen angel. 

58. Mario Praz, The Romantic Agony, trans. Angus Davidson 
(London, 1951), pp. 51-91. Praz traces the history of Satan in litera
ture, emphasizing Milton's use of the figure and its influence on the 
Gothic novel. 
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In addition, there are sources for her villains in prose fiction, 

sources with which she was almost certainly familiar. Edward Pound be

lieves that the villains from certain of the picaro tales, particularly 

Fielding's Jonathan Wild and Smollett's Ferdinand Count Fathom, influenced 

59 
Mrs. Radcliffe, but this seems unlikely in the case of the former, who 

is treated ironically and used for satiric purposes. Likewise it is 

difficult to see Smollett's direct influence, although Fathom may have 

a very general relationship with tlontoni. However, Richardson, who 

created the pattern for the hero and heroine borrowed by Mrs. Radcliffe, 

probably influenced her conception of the villain insofar as the rela

tionship between pursuing male and pursued female is concerned.^ Just 

as Squire B and Lovelace pursue and persecute Pamela and Clarissa, so 

too do Mrs. Radcliffe1s villains pursue and persecute her heroines. 

Although Mrs. Radcliffe may have derived this relationship, sometimes 

61 
called "the principle of procrastinated rape," from Richardson, her 

villains differ from his in significant ways. Whereas Montoni and 

Schedoni, and to a lesser degree Mazzini and Montalt, are utterly vil

lainous, Squire B and Lovelace are English gentlemen of reputation and 

fortune, with all that that intimated to the eighteenth-century English 

mind, and are evil only insofar as they become slaves to their own lust. 

59. "The Influence of Burke and the Psychological Critics on 
the Novels of Ann Radcliffe," Unpublished Dissertation (University of 
Washington, 1963), pp. 130-131. 

60. See Fiedler, pp. 29-41, 107-109, for a detailed discussion 
of this fictional "pattern" and Mrs. Radcliffe's use of it. 

61. Allen, p. 33. 
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This carnality exists in Montalt, but is not present in any of Mrs. Rad

cliffe's other major villains (despite Fiedler's assertion to the con

trary), all of whom are totally devoid of passion for the heroine. In 

addition, while Squire B and Lovelace are genuinely contrite about and 

try to make amends for their treatment of the hapless female, Mrs. Rad

cliffe's major villains show none of this regret or concern for their 

actions, and the deathbed confessions that they often make occur only 

at the end of the story, when the heroine is safe and with her lover, 

and serve but to tie up the loose threads of the plot. 

While it is only highly probable that Richardson exerted some 

influence on the Radcliffean villain, it is certain that Walpole did. 

Manfred in The Castle of Otranto is a prototype for almost all the 

Gothic villains that followed. The usurper-tyrant in his Gothic castle 

who persecutes his wife and torments the heroine and who is dominated by 

his lust, avarice, and burning desire for power, pops up again and again 

in Gothic fiction. Mrs. Radcliffe took over the type, but, as her art 

developed, she added individual touches to it, raising it to greater 

artistic heights than had ever been achieved before. Her portraits 

lead to the great Gothic villains like Lewis's Ambrosio and Maturin's 

6 p 
Melmoth and to the Byronic hero. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's first villains, Malcolm and Saintmorin, are 

embryonic forms of her later, and more successful, figures. As Walter 

Wright says, Baron Malcolm is presented "merely as a kind of tool to 

62. See George Saintsbury, The English Novel (New York, 1913), 
p. 161; Praz, pp. 51-91; Evans, pp. 36-89. 
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raise obstacles for the hero to overcome. Malcolm is a ruthless enemy 

and oppressor, feared because of his cruelty, but in no way distinguish

able from the typical usurper who had appeared in literature since the 

time of the medieval romances." He has illegally seized his dead 

brother's estates, including the Gothic castle of Dunbayne, imprisoned 

his sister-in-law and niece, and spirited Alleyn, the rightful heir of 

Dunbayne, off to be raised by a peasant. His mind is constantly 

"agitated with all the direful passions of hate, revenge, and exulting 

64 
pride." He is cruel, tormenting Osbert and Alleyn when they are in 

his power, and lustful, having Mary kidnapped, and, when that fails, 

demanding her hand in marriage as ransom for the imprisoned Osbert. 

Malcolm has killed Osbert's father in battle, and Osbert's desire for 

vengeance is the springboard for the action of the romance. Although 

the Baron contributes to the suspense of the story by capturing and 

imprisoning Osbert and Alleyn and by having Mary kidnapped, he is not as 

active as the later villains, remaining for the most part within the 

walls of Dunbayne, and he does not engage in an extended persecution of 

the heroine, a function that later becomes the raison d'etre of the 

Radcliffean villain. 

Saintmorin, the second villain of Athlin and Dunbayne, is a 

precursor of Pierre de la Motte in The Romance of the Forest. Of all 

Mrs. Radcliffe's villains, he shows the closest affinity with Richard

son's Lovelace. Like his more illustrious predecessor, Saintmorin is 

63. Wright, p. 109. 

64. Athlin and Dunbayne, p. 6. 
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a gentleman with an impeccable reputation who is truly in love with the 

heroine. However, after he fails to win her heart, his lust overpowers 

his reason and he kidnaps her. Later, and again like Lovelace, he shows 

great remorse for his actions. Saintmorin, like La Motte later, is the 

"good-man-gone-bad," a figure who is led astray by the weakness of his 

character but who is not basically evil. His genuine contrition over 

his actions results in his pardon, further indication that Mrs. Radcliffe 

did not consider him a really evil man. His function in the romance is 

to add to its suspense and to Mary's fears by carrying her off, and also 

to provide a situation in which Alleyn can perform heroically and thereby 

establish his worth in the heroine's eyes. 

The Marquis de Mazzini, the villain of A Sicilian Romance, is 

more clearly defined than either Malcolm or Saintmorin, and he is the 

first of the villains to undertake the extended pursuit of the heroine. 

He is the typical tyrant of Gothic fiction, imprisoning his wife in order 

to engage in a bigamous marriage and attempting to sacrifice his daugh

ter's happiness by forcing her into an odious marriage so that he may 

align his family with that of the powerful Duke de Luovo. He is described 

as "voluptuous and imperious" and "arrogant and impetuous," a man "whose 

heart was dead to paternal tenderness.He instigates the pursuit of 

the heroine by his attempt to force Julia to wed the Duke. She refuses 

and flees, and the chase is on. During the course of Julia's flight, 

Mazzini causes Hippolitus to be seriously wounded and has his own son 

thrown into a dungeon. Even the suspense and terror derived from the 

65. Sicilian, I, 5-6. 
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supernaturalism of the romance are indirectly due to Mazzini's actions; 

the apparently supernatural events that occur are linked to the imprison

ment of the Marchioness in a supposedly deserted wing of the castle. 

Mazzini's evil does not have the magnitude of that of the later villains, 

but he is a more threatening and imposing figure than was Malcolm, his 
\ 

earlier counterpart. 

The Marquis de Montalt in The Romance of the Forest is the most 

evil villain discussed here so far. His character is dominated by its 

sensuality and he stops at nothing to rob Adeline of her virtue: at 

first he courts her, offering to marry her, although he is already 

married; failing in his courtship, he plots her rape; when she tries 

to flee from the abbey, he has her kidnapped and confined in his chateau 

where he offers her riches if she will accept him. But the Marquis is 

more than just a voluptuary. He already has had his own brother, who 

turns out to be Adeline's father, murdered, and when he discovers Ade

line's identity, he plots to have her killed as well. Montalt, who is 

the commander of Theodore's regiment, has the latter placed under sen

tence of death for deserting the regiment in order to rescue Adeline from 

the chateau and for wounding the Marquis in a duel. His actions provide 

most of the suspense in the novel: the innocent and friendless Adeline 

must fight against the powerful machinations of the Marquis to preserve 

her virtue and later her life; she also is kept in a state of fear and 

suspense, as is La Luc, concerning the fate of Theodore. The only super

natural suggestion in the novel, which derives from Adeline's reading of 

the faded manuscript left by her father, is caused by Montalt's imprisonnent 
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of his brother in the abbey. The menacing figure of the Marquis, then, 

dominates most of the romance as he lurks in the background, manipulating 

individuals and situations in order to further his own dark ends. 

Although Montalt is the typical Radcliffean villain, a type 

which culminates in Montoni and Schedoni, Mrs. Radcliffe created another 

type of villain, one which is suggested by Saintmorin in Athlin and Dun-

bayne and which reaches its full development in The Romance of the Forest 

with the character of Pierre de la Motte. La Motte is described as 

a gentleman descended from an ancient house of France. He was 
a man whose passions often overcame his reason, and, for a time, 
silenced his conscience; but, though the image of virtue, which 
Nature had impressed upon his heart, was sometimes obscured by 
the passing influence of vice, it was never wholly obliterated. 
With strength of mind sufficient to have withstood temptation, 
he would have been a good man: as it was, he was always a weak, 
and sometimes a vicious member of society: yet his mind was 
active, and his imagination vivid; which, co-operating with the 
force of passion, often dazzled his judgment, and subdued prin
ciple. Thus he was a man infirm in purpose and visionary in 
virtue; in a word, his conduct was suggested by feeling rather 
than principle; and his virtue, such as it was, could not stand 
the pressure of occasion.66 

La Motte is a much more realistic (in the sense of "individualized") 

and modera (in the sense that he lacks heroic or romantic qualities) 

character than the typical Radcliffean villain. He is a basically good 

man who is corrupted by a weakness in character, and he is presented as 

an evolving individual with a degree of psychological verisimilitude. 

As Edith Birkhead says, he "has his struggles and, like Macbeth, is 

haunted by compunctious visitings of nature. Unlike the thorough-paced 

villain, who glories in his misdeeds, he is worried and harassed, and 

66. Romance of the Forest, p. 5. 
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takes no pleasure in his crimesPerhaps, as Scott suggests, "we may 

rather term him weak and vicious, than villainous," but I enter La 

Motte here in the list of villains because he performs certain functions 

usually associated with the villain and because he figures too important

ly in the plot to be classed as a minor character. 

He persecutes, albeit against his will, the heroine, and much 

suspense is produced by his conspiracy with Montalt against her virtue. 

Later, although he is shocked by the suggestion, he at first seems to 

fall in with Montalt's plans to murder Adeline, and the scene in which he 

approaches her room, apparently to kill her in her sleep, is one of the 

best Mrs. Radcliffe ever produced: 

His hand shook so violently, when he attempted to unlock the 
door of Adeline's chamber, that he was obliged to set the lamp on 
the ground, and apply both his hands. The noise he made with the 
key induced him to suppose he must have awakened her; but, when 
he opened the door, and perceived the stillness that reigned 
within, he was convinced she was asleep. When he approached the 
bed, he heard her gently breathe, and soon after sigh--and he 
stopped; but silence returning, he again advanced. . . 

As La Motte hovers over her bed, Adeline awakens and screams, begging 

his protection, and, in a nice reversal, he frees her from her captivity 

and helps her to flee, an act which subjects him to Montalt's wrath and 

lands him in prison. Because he has earned reader-sympathy through the 

aid he renders Adeline, his scenes in prison are fraught with suspense, 

which is not abated until the end of the novel when Adeline has him 

6?• The Tale of Terror (London, 1921), p. 45. 

68. Scott, p. 214. 

69. Romance of the Forest, p. 362. 
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freed. There is, of course, additional suspense which evolves from the 

mysterious hold Montalt has over La Motte. Although, in my opinion, La 

Motte is Mrs. Radcliffe's most successful and interesting character, she 

never returned to this type of figure again, preferring to concentrate 

on the more thorough-going villain such as Montoni. 

Even though he dominates only about one-third of The Mysteries 

of Udolpho, Montoni perhaps is Mrs. Radcliffe's best-known character, 

and he certainly is one of the most interesting. He 

had an air of conscious superiority, animated by spirit, and 
strengthened by talents, to which every person seemed involun
tarily to yield. The quickness of his perceptions was strik
ingly expressed on his countenance, yet that countenance could 
submit implicitly to occasion; and, more than once . . , the 
triumph of art over nature might have been discerned in it. 
His visage was long, and rather narrow, yet he was called 
handsome; and it was, perhaps, the spirit and vigour of his 
soul, sparkling through his features, that triumphed for him. 
Emily felt admiration, but not the admiration that leads to 
esteem; for it was mixed with a degree of fear she knew not 
exactly wherefore.^ 

The admiration mixed with fear that Emily feels for Montoni is a 

product of his enigmatic nature. Railo says of him, "A strange, 

suspicious atmosphere is created around Montoni which causes us to 

believe anything of him without proof or reason.He is always 

shrouded in mystery, his actions, unlike those of Malcolm, Mazzini, or 

Montalt, are seldom explained, and he seems capable of performing the 

most daring and terrible deeds. It is his seeming potential for evil 

that cows his acquaintances and keeps Emily in a perpetual state of 

70. Udolpho, p. 122. 

71. Eino Railo, The Haunted Castle: A Study of the Elements of 
English Romanticism (New York, 1927), p. 30. 
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fear. Actually, however, he does nothing physically to Emily except for 

keeping her prisoner in Udolpho. His hold over her and the fear she 

feels in his presence are purely psychological; she is terrified, with 

little reason, of what he might do. Likewise, although he threatens and 

bullies his wife, he does not harm her physically; such is his psycholog

ical hold over her, however, that she frets herself into her grave, and 

Emily is convinced that Madame Montoni has been murdered by her husband. 

Although Montoni figures prominently in only the second and 

third volumes of the four-volume Udolpho, he is responsible for setting 

the tone of the romance. In the first volume, Emily loses her parents 

and is put under the guardianship of her domineering aunt, Madame Cheron 

(later Madame Montoni), but her unhappiness is mitigated by Valancourt's 

courtship, and soon turns to joy when plans are laid for her marriage to 

her lover. However, a dark shadow falls across her heart when Montoni 

enters the picture and begins to court her aunt; suddenly, in the last 

chapter of Volume One, Madame Cheron announces she has secretly wed 

Montoni, cancels Emily's wedding plans, and orders her niece to pack for 

Italy. From this point to Volume Four, Montoni*s brooding presence is 

felt, and as his part in the action increases, so do Emily's fears, until, 

while she is confined in Udolpho, she dwells in a continual state of sus

pense and terror. After Emily escapes from Udolpho and Montoni fades 

from the plot, Emily's fears greadualiy subside, although a few new mys

teries involving the Chateau le Blanc are introduced, and she finally 

finds happiness with Valancourt at La Vallee. The aura of mystery that 

surrounds the enigmatic Montoni darkens all the scenes in which he 



appears, and the light shines only when he is gone. Of course Montoni 

does more than merely suggest evil; certain of his specific actions 

create suspense and dread for Emily and her aunt. The secret plans he 

makes with his mysterious and evil companions fill the ladies with dread, 

his attempt to force Emily into a marriage with Count Morano frightens 

her, his threats, first against his wife and later against Emily, ter

rify them both into thinking he will murder them, his relationship with 

the vanished Agnes Laurentini creates a mystery fraught with terrible 

possibilities, and his fortifying the castle and surrounding himself with 

armed men of desperate appearance alarms and mystifies his prisoners. 

Again, such a list of specific actions shows that he actually does little 

to the ladies, and demonstrates Mrs. Radcliffe's powers of suggestion. 

Montoni1s dark influence over Emily and her aunt is due for the most 

part to his apparent potential for wickedness, whereas Montalt and Sche-

doni are murderers who plot awful crimes to further their own interests. 

The last, and critically most acclaimed, of Mrs. Radcliffe's 

villains is Schedoni in The Italian. Scott called him "[as] strongly 

drawn [a] character as ever stalked through the regions of romance,"72 

and Edith Birkhead says, "The character of Schedoni is undeniably Mrs. 

73 
Radcliffe's masterpiece." Perhaps, as J. R. Foster suggests, "Lewis's 

example /"in The Monk7 encouraged Mrs. Radcliffe to give greater promi

nence to the Gothic villain," for Schedoni, like Ambrosio and unlike 

Mrs. Radcliffe's previous villains, "dominates the story and is the most 

72. Scott, p. 220. 

73. Birkhead, p. 53. 
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striking feature of the novel He is a figure of overwhelming evil, 

"a Satanic criminal, horrified by his own diabolical acts,"^-* whose 

mere appearance is awe-inspiring: 

Among his associates no one loved him, many disliked him, 
and more feared him. His figure was striking, but not so from 
grace; it was tall, and, though extremely thin, his limbs were 
large and uncouth, and as he stalked along, wrapt in the black 
garments of his order, there was something terrible in its air; 
something almost super-human. His cowl, too, as it threw a 
shade over the livid paleness of his face, encreased its severe 
character, and gave an effect to his large melancholy eye, which 
approached to horror. His was not the melancholy of a sensible 
and wounded heart, but apparently that of a gloomy and ferocious 
disposition. There was something in his physiognomy extremely 
singular, and that can not easily be defined. It bore the 
traces of many passions, which seemed to have fixed the features 
they no longer animated. An habitual gloom and severity pre
vailed over the deep lines of his countenance; and his eyes were 
so piercing that they seemed to penetrate, at a single glance, 
into the hearts of men, and to read their most secret thoughts; 
few persons could support their scrutiny, or even endure to meet 
them twice. Yet, notwithstanding all this gloom and austerity, 
some rare occasions of interest had called forth a character 
upon his countenance entirely different, and he could adapt 
himself to the tempers and passions of persons, whom he wished 
to conciliate, with astonishing facility and generally with 
complete triumph.^6 

Unlike many of Mrs. Radcliffe's rather vague descriptions, this one is 

fully born out by Schedoni's later actions. He does appear almost 

"super-human" and exerts an almost mystic control over individuals such 

as Madame Vivaldi. He seems "to read the hearts of men" and he uses 

what he sees there to manipulate others for his own ends; for example, 

he is able to see the murderous nature of Madame Vivaldi and to exploit 

74. Pre-Romantic Novel, p. 268. 

75. Wright, p. 110. Also see Praz, pp. 58-60. 

76. Italian, pp. 34-35. 
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it for his own purposes, and he correctly assesses Vivaldi's character and 

uses this knowledge to trap him at Paluzzi during Ellena's kidnapping. He 

controls events so thoroughly that even on his deathbed he is able to 

avenge himself on Niccola in a mysterious manner. His dark presence 

hovers over the action and broods behind every scene. Indeed, as J. M. S. 

Tompkins states, his "actions are the mainspring of the plot," and the 

77 
suspense and terror of the novel derive from Schedoni1 s machinations. 

The mere presence of the sinister Schedoni in Vivaldi's home 

creates an aura of mystery and suspense for the story that follows, but 

he takes direct action as well that creates suspense and terrifies both 

Ellena and Vivaldi. Desiring advancement for himself, Schedoni plots with 

the Marchesa to end the romance between Ellena and Vivaldi, and his 

agents carry off the heroine to confinement at San Stephano. At the same 

time, Niccola, under orders from Schedoni, terrifies Vivaldi at Paluzzi 

and convinces the imaginative young man that supernatural beings are at 

work. Later, when Vivaldi discovers Ellena's place of confinement and 

rescues her, Schedoni has the hero carried off to the Inquisition and the 

heroine taken to Spalatro's house where he plots her murder. Strangely 

enough, it is Schedoni himself, believing Ellena is his daughter, who 

saves her from death and delivers her into freedom. Although he expresses 

contrition for his attempt on her life, selfish motives still drive him; 

by pow encouraging the marriage of Ellena to Vivaldi, he hopes to gain 

the advancement he so desires through an alliance with a great family. 

77. The Popular Novel in England; 1770-1S0Q (Lincoln, Nebraska, 
1961), p. 255. 
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While his plots and counterplots are at work, great mysteries about his 

own background are introduced, mysteries not solved until the end of the 

tale. Schedoni, then, is responsible for the gloomy atmosphere of im

pending evil that dominates the novel and he is likewise responsible for 

most of the suspense and the terrors that afflict both hero and heroine. 

Like Montalt, he is an active agent of evil, but he is a more interesting 

figure in himself; like Montoni, he shows great potential for evil, but 

much of that potential is realized. Although he is not as psychologically 

subtle as La Motte, Schedoni does emerge as one of Mrs. Radcliffe's most 

imposing characters. 

It is interesting to note that three of Mrs. Radcliffe's major 

villains are Italian, and a fourth, Montalt, although French, has char

acteristics thought to be distinctly Italian. The reason for the use of 

an Italian as a villain, according to Roderick Marshall, is that "insular" 

English travelers brought back reports that the people of Italy "lived 

in incest, made a practice of selling their daughters' hymens, and 

committed murder 'from a desire of pleasure.Therefore, it was 

natural that the authors of tales of terror and horror should choose 

Italy as a setting and its inhabitants as villains. However, as Marshall 

himself admits, this was an era of friendship and respect between England 

and Italy, and the majority of English travelers sent back positive 

reports about their journeys to Italy. Consequently, it seems likely 

that more valid reasons for the portrayal of the Italian as villain can 

78. Italy in English Literature (1755-1815) (New York, 1934), 
pp. 242-243. 
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be found. One of these, in Mrs. Radcliffe's case at least, is the influ

ence of Renaissance drama in which' the Italian Machiavellian villain and 

villain-hero were common stage figures. Perhaps an even stronger reason 

for the use of the Italian villain was VJalpole's casting of Manfred as 

an Italian. In addition, there was a strong anti-Catholic feeling in 

England, and Catholic countries, particularly Spain, France, and Italy, 

were seen as dominated by "monkish superstition"; this attitude, the 

presence of monasteries and convents (the structure and nature of which 

the English did not understand), and the terrible stories brought back to 

England about the horrors of the Inquisition led to a selection of these 

lands as settings for tales of mystery and terror and to the depiction of 

their inhabitants as villainous and superstitious individuals. Finally, 

the romanticist desired a setting remote from England but still within 

the scope of the reader's knowledge, and Italy admirably suited this 

purpose. Whatever the reasons, the Italian villain dominated Gothic 

fiction, and Mrs. Radcliffe"s two most villainous characters, Montoni 

and Schedoni, are portrayed as Italians. 

As Keebler points out, "Except for the interesting demi-villain 

La Motte in The Romance of the Forest, Mrs. Radcliffe's villains . . . 

become progressively darker of countenance and more sinister of purpose 

70  
until the advent, in The Italian, of her arch villain Schedoni." v 

Baron Malcolm is a typical romance villain, drawn in broad strokes with 

no subtlety to his character; Mazzini is a more active figure, is more 

sharply defined, and is the first villain to engage in the extended 

79. Keebler, p. 65. 
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pursuit of the heroine; Montalt produces most of the action in The Ro

mance of the Forest and is the most carnal of the villains as well as 

,the first murderer of the lot; Montoni is the most suggestive of the 

villains, one who actually does little but who seems capable of perform

ing dreadful acts of evil; Schedoni is the most clearly presented, the 

most terrifying, and the most active of the Radcliffean villains. These 

characters, it seems likely, were derived from three major sources: the 

drama of the Renaissance, Richardson's Squire B and Lovelace, and Ual-

pole's Manfred. They possess certain common characteristics, primarily 

the strength of will that they exhibit and their great capacity for evil. 

They also tend to be enigmatic figures with mysterious pasts and hidden 

motives. They serve as agents of terror in the novels and their main 

function is to engage in an extended pursuit of the heroine. They pro

vide most of the suspense of the romances and not a little of the super

natural suggestion. All in all, the villains constitute Mrs. Radcliffe's 

best-developed and most intriguing group of characters. 

The Minor Characters 

In the portrayal of minor characters--rejected lovers, sub-

villains, wicked women, and servants—Mrs. Radcliffe sometimes showed 

great skill. Her rejected lovers, Louis in The Romance of the Forest 

and Du Pont in Udolpho, need not be discussed in much detail since they 

add little to the suspense of their respective tales. Louis' only 

function is to provide Madame La Motte with a reason for her cruel 

rejection of Adeline; Madame thinks Adeline returns Louis' love and she 
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resents this non-existent relationship because she wants her son to marry 

further up on the social scale. Du Pont does promote suspense when Emily 

thinks his music and appearance on the ramparts of Udolpho are supernatu

ral and when he utters the ghostly sounds during Montoni's banquet. 

Later, before she actually meets Du Pont and learns who he is, Emily 

thinks he is Valancourt, imprisoned trying to rescue her, and the scene 

of their meeting and her discovery of the truth is a suspenseful one. 

Generally, the minor villains, particularly the banditti who 

frequently appear in Mrs. Radcliffe's novels, are flat characters de

signed more for the atmosphere they produce than for any real function 

in the action. However, the banditti in A Sicilian Romance, who wound 

Ferdinand, try to rape Julia, pursue her and Hippolitus into the crypt, 

and fight with the law officers, provide one of the most thrilling and 

most suspenseful scenes in the novel. In Udolpho the pirates and their 

smuggler cohorts provide some of the supernaturalism when they carry off 

Ludovico, and they produce the romance's most exciting scene of action 

when they fight De Villefort and his companions in the mountain ruins. 

In the same novel, suspense and terror are produced at Udolpho when one 

of Montoni's bandit followers chases Emily through the halls of the 

castle and when Barnardine tries to kidnap her. The cruel Inquisitors in 

The Italian add to Vivaldi's fears when they refuse to listen to his 

pleas of innocence and threaten him with the rack. 

A few of the minor villains, however, have more significant 

roles in the romances. The Duke de Luovo in A Sicilian Romance functions 

as an agent of terror, joining ;\7ith Mazzini in the pursuit of Julia and 
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personally wounding Hippolitus. The most important minor villain in 

Udolpho is the Count Morano. Many of Emily's fears are related directly 

to Montoni's efforts to force her to marry the Count, and later, after 

Montoni and Morano have a falling out, the sword fight between the two 

and the Count's attempt to have Emily kidnapped frighten her almost to 

distraction. The two most important and successfully presented minor 

villains, however, are Spalatro and Niccola di Zampari in The Italian. 

Although no physical description of Spalatro is given, the reader draws 

a clear picture of him from his actions and the mysterious hints pre

sented about his background; he is a murderer, prepared to murder again 

if it is to his advantage to do so, and his brooding, silent figure 

dominates the scenes where he keeps Ellena prisoner in his lonely house 

on a deserted sea coast. His actions here, especially when Ellena sus

pects him of trying to poison her, terrify the helpless heroine. Later, 

he adds to the suspense by following Schedoni and Ellena on their journey 

back to Naples, flitting through the shadows of the forest and lurking 

in ruins bent on some mysterious deviltry. Spalatro is an important 

link in the chain of events that leads to Schedoni's downfall, and it is 

his dying confession that reveals the terrible facts of Schedoni's back

ground. Niccola provides the supernatural mysteries of the novel when, 

working for Schedoni, he convinces Vivaldi, first at the ruins of 

Paluzzi and later in the prison of the Inquisition, that he is a super

natural being. He functions to mystify and terrify Vivaldi, and he is the 

main agent of Schedoni's downfall, discovering the secret of the latter's 

past and revealing it in a fit of jealous vindictiveness. In terms of 



132 

their contributions to suspense and terror and their function in provid

ing the denouement of the novel, Spalatro and Niccola are the most 

interesting and important of Mrs. Radcliffe's minor villains. 

Just as her minor villains contribute to the atmosphere, suspense, 

and terror of the romances, so also do Mrs. Radcliffe's wicked or foolish 

women. The first of these, Maria del Vellorno in A Sicilian Romance, is 

a model for theMarchesa di Vivaldi in The Italian. Maria's jealousy 

of Julia's beauty and of her relationship with Hippolitus, whom she 

desires, leads her to torment Julia, thereby adding to the fears of the 

latter, but her main function is to bring about the denouement of the 

romance by poisoning Mazzini and taking her own life, thus ending the 

terrors to which Julia, Hippolitus, and Ferdinand have been subjected. 

The Abbess of San Stephano, in The Italian, resembles Maria in her love 

of rank, desire for power, and her cruelty. At the instigation of the 

Marchesa di Vivaldi, she keeps Ellena a prisoner, and when Ellena resists 

her wishes, threatens her with death. The scenes in which Ellena and the 

Abbess confront each other terrify Ellena and provide a great deal of 

suspense. 

The most fully-developed and important of the wicked females, 

however, is the Marchesa di Vivaldi. She is the female counterpart of 

the major Radcliffean villains, perhaps resembling Mazzini most of all: 

"She was of violent passions, haughty, vindictive, yet crafty and deceit

ful; patient in stratagem, indefatigable in pursuit of vengeance, on the 

unhappy objects who provoked her resentment. She loved her son, rather 

as being the last of two illustrious houses . . . than with the fondness 
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80 
of a mother." In order to prevent her son from marrying beneath his 

station, she, with Schedoni's aid, has Ellena spirited off to San Stephano 

and imprisoned there. After Ellena's escape, she plots with Schedoni to 

have the girl murdered. After Schedoni, thinking Ellena is his daughter, 

tries to effect the marriage, she continues her own plotting to prevent 

it. Much of the action evolves from her schemes to prevent Vivaldi's 

marrying Ellena, and this action subjects the young couple to much 

suspense and many terrors. 

In addition to Mrs. Radcliffe's wicked women, she twice creates 

females who are foolish rather than wicked, but who function to create 

suspense in their respective stories. Both Madame La Motte in The Romance 

of the Forest and Madame Cheron in Udolpho are well-drawn and interesting 

characters, presented as developing and psychologically valid figures. 

As Edith Birkhead points out: 

Madame La Motte is not a jealous woman from beginning to end 
like the marchioness in the Sicilian Romance. Her character is 
moulded to some extent by environment. She changes distinctly 
in her attitude to Adeline after she has reason to suspect her 
husband. Mrs. Radcliffe's psychology is neither subtle nor 
profound, but the fact that psychology is there in the most 
rudimentary form is a sign of her progress in the art of fiction. 

Madame La Motte's jealousy, first over her husband and later over her 

son's attachment to Adeline, her subsequent rejection of Adeline, and 

her final realization that she has been foolish render her an interesting 

and realistic figure. Her cruel treatment of Adeline adds to the growing 

fears of the latter, for after Adeline is forsaken by Madame La Motte, she 

must combat the machinations of Pierre and Montalt all by herself. 

80. Italian, pp. 7-8. 

• Tale of Terror, p. 45. 
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Madame Cheron (later Madame Montoni) in Udolpho is likewise fool

ish rather than evil, but she is psychologically more subtle than is 

Madame La Motte. At first she is presented as a selfish social climber, 

totally insensitive and indecorous in speech and behavior, who lords 

it over those lower on the social scale and fawns upon her "betters." 

Hov7ever, her character changes as she is scorned and humiliated by Mon

toni, who married her for her money, and she shows great strength of 

will in refusing to deliver her estates over to him despite his threats 

of physical violence. Even though she falls ill and is confined in a 

lonely tower of Udolpho, and even though Montoni persists in his threats, 

she refuses to submit to him. By the time she dies, she has matured 

through suffering and has discovered a hidden strength of character she 

did not know she possessed; she realizes her own mistakes and recognizes 

Emily's true worth. Madame Cheron1s evolving character, her strength of 

purpose, and her great suffering make her one of Mrs. Radcliffe's most 

interesting and sympathetic characters. Madame Cheron's actions produce 

much of the suspense in the romance. Her sudden marriage to Montoni and 

her command that Emily must accompany the couple into Italy cause Emily's 

wedding plans to be cancelled, separate her from Valancourt, and result in 

the sojourn at Udolpho, where most of the suspenseful and terrifying events 

of the work take place. Suspense is built up around Madame's own situa

tion, particularly as Montoni becomes more menacing concerning the es

tates, and her death is shrouded in mystery (Emily suspects Montoni of 

having murdered her). Madame La Motte and Madame Cheron, along with 

Pierre La Motte, are Mrs. Radcliffe's most realistic figures, and their 
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actions produce much of the suspense and fear that surrounds the hero

ine . 

Mrs. Radcliffe also employed two types of servant, the serious 

and the comic, who function to enhance the suspense of the romances. The 

serious servants, only two of whom, Vincent in A Sicilian Romance and 

Dorothee in Udolpho, are important enough to merit space here, present 

additional mysteries to complicate the plot further and to produce sus

pense. Vincent, for example, after having confessed to a priest, sum

mons Madame Menon to his room, where he lies dying, and begins to deliver 

a message which he says is of the utmost importance to all at Mazzini, 

but he dies before he can complete it. The mystery of his half-told 

tale remains unsolved until near the end of the story when, with the aid 

of his confessor, it is revealed that he was a party to the confinement 

of the Marchioness and that the apparently supernatural being seen 

around the castle's deserted wing was but himself, bearing food to the 

prisoner. Dorothee's function in Udolpho is even more important. She 

reveals to Emily the story of the mysterious death of the Marchioness de 

Villeroi and conducts Emily on a tour of the chambers of the Marchioness, 

where the two women see what they think is a ghost. This incident leads 

to the chain of events which results in Ludovico's disappearance and the 

strange, frightened conduct of the Count de Villefort and his son. Doro

thee1 s recognition of the resemblance between Emily and the deceased 

Marchioness adds to the mystery of Emily's identity, about which some 

doubts have been raised by St. Aubert's conduct just prior to his death. 
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Except for the eerie music heard at night, all the mysteries and 

supposedly supernatural events that occur at the Chateau le Blanc are 

derived from Dorothee's tales and actions. These servants perhaps are 

derived from Joseph, Edmund's faithful retainer in The Old English Baron, 

a character who performs functions similar to those of Vincent and Doro-

thee. 

The loquacious comic servants, perhaps derived from Renaissance 

drama and used by Walpole, serve not only to infuse humor into the nar

rative, but also to retard the action, thus adding to suspense and the 

heroine's fears, and they also function to clear up some of the intri

cacies in the plots. They are first used in A Sicilian Romance, where 

their primary purpose is to add humor to the tale. The servants at 

Mazzini are terrified by a rumor of ghosts in the deserted wing of the 

castle and they threaten to leave the Marquis1 service, whereupon, in 

order to prove to them that no ghost exists, the Marquis takes them 

to the wing and asks one of them to unlock the door: "'Please you, 

my lord,' replied Anthony, 'I never was a good one at unlocking a door 

in my life, but here is Gregory will do it.' 'No, my lord, an' please 

you,' said Gregory, f'J here is Richard.' 'Stand off,' said the mar-

OO 
quis, 'I will shame your cowardice, and do it myself.'" There is 

more of this not very successful comedy designed to delay the action 

and build suspense, but Mrs. Radcliffe sharpens her techniques in 

her next work. 

82. Sicilian Romance, I, 176-177. 



137 

Peter, La Motte's servant in The Romance of the Forest, eventually 

saves Adeline from Montalt, but prior to that his garrulous nature has 

driven her, as well as La Motte himself, almost to the point of madness 

on several occasions. The following example, although rather lengthy, 

is typical of the way in which the talkative servant delays the action 

and manages to terrify the heroine. Peter, with a great deal of mystery 

about him, calls Adeline aside: 

"Well, Peter, what is it you would say?" said Adeline. 

"Hush, Ma'amselle; for Heaven's sake speak lower: if we 
should be overheard, we are all blown up." Adeline begged him 
to explain what he meant. "Yes, Ma'amselle, this is what I have 
wanted all day long. I have watched and watched for an oppor
tunity, and looked and looked, till I was afraid my master him
self would see me; but all would not do; you would not under
stand ." 

Adeline entreated he would be quick. "Yes, Ma'am, but I am 
so afraid we shall be seen; but I would do much to serve such a 
good young lady for I could not bear to think of what threatened 
you, without telling you of it." 

"For God's sake," said Adeline, "speak quickly or we shall 
be interrupted." 

"Well, then; but you first promise, by the Holy Virgin, 
never to say it was I that told you. My master would"--

"I do, I do'." said Adeline. 

"Well, then—on Monday evening, as I—hark, did not I hear 
a step? Do Ma'amselle, just step this way to the cloisters. I 
would not for the world we should be seen. I'll go out at the 
hall-door, and you can go through the passage. 1 would not for 
the world we should be seen. P'J Adeline was much alarmed by 
Peter's words, and hurried to the cloisters. He quickly appeared, 
and, looking cautiously round/siq7, resumed his discourse. "As 
I was saying, Ma'amselle, Monday night, when the Marquis slept 
here, you know he sat up very late, and I can guess, perhaps, 
the reason of that. Strange things came out, but it is not my 
business to tell all I think." 
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"Pray do spealc to the purpose," said Adeline, impatiently; 
"what is this danger which you say threatens me? Be quick, or 
we shall be observed." 

"Danger enough, Ma'amselle," replied Peter, "if you knew all; 
and when you do, what will it signify, for you can't help your
self. But that's neither here nor there; I was resolved to tell 
you, though I may repent it." 

"Or rather you are resolved not to tell me," said Adeline, 
"for you have made no progress towards an explanation yet'."83 

There is even more of this, and, of course, Peter never does deliver 

his message. Adeline, who already has been warned by Theodore of some 

vague danger that she faces, is terrified by Peter's half-delivered 

warning. This device of retarding the action and frightening the hero

ine through excessive loquacity, becomes a hall-mark of Mrs. Radcliffe's 

later work. 

The most amusing of the chatty servants is Annette in Udolpho. 

Virtually an anthology of the folklore of the other servants at the 

castle, she entertains the reader with her funny tales at the same time 

that she frightens Emily, who is so terrified of Montoni and so worried 

about her aunt's torments that she is ready to believe anything of her 

gloomy prison. Annette reports the existence of a castle ghost to 

Emily, and when the latter refuses to admit the existence of supernatural 

beings, Annette seeks to prove her story by pointing out to her mistress 

the very cannon which the ghost is supposed to guard. Emily, of course, 

says that the existence of the cannon does not prove the existence of 

83. Romance of the Forest, pp. 213-215. 
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the apparition, and Annette answers: "What1, not if I shew you the very 

84 cannon'. Dear ma'am, you will believe nothing." However, when Emily 

later sees Du Pont on the ramparts of Udolpho, she immediately believes 

he is the ghost of Annette's tale, and she is terrified by him. In 

addition to carrying amusing tales that frighten the heroine, the ser

vant often resolves mysteries. Annette, for example, discovers that 

the mysterious figure locked in a room near Emily's is Signor Orsino, 

wanted for murder in Naples and concealed by Montoni. 

Ludovico, in the same novel, is a chatty and amusing character, 

but he also is quite courageous. Not only does he entertain the reader 

with his witty insights into character and situation, but he performs 

several important functions. It is he who leads Emily, Du Pont, and 

Annette from Udolpho to safety. He volunteers to remain in the reputedly 

haunted rooms at Chateau le Blanc, and his disappearance from those rooms 

creates a situation with supernatural overtones and frightens the Count 

de Villefort's entire household. Later, Ludovico appears in the nick of 

time to rescue the Count and his party from the smugglers and robbers in 

the Pyrenees. 

Other important servant figures include Beatrice, Ellena's 

housekeeper, and Paulo, Vivaldi's man Friday, in The Italian. Beatrice's 

primary function is to resolve the mystery surrounding Ellena's identity, 

and she is the agent for the heroine's discovery of her long-lost mother. 

Paulo is far more amusing than Beatrice and plays a far greater role in 

84. Udolpho, p. 255. 
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the romance, sharing as he does most of Vivaldi's adventures. His charm

ing frankness, good nature, and garrulity are endearing traits, but he 

is most important for his role in persuading Vivaldi that the monk at 

Paluzzi is a superhuman being. Paulo also helps Vivaldi gain his release 

from the Inquisition; he escapes from the prison and informs Vivaldi's 

father of his son's whereabouts, and this brave action brings about the 

denouement of the plot. Paulo, then, in terms of the excitement and 

suspense of the novel, is one of Mrs. Radcliffe's most important minor 

characters. 

Although Mrs. Radcliffe's skills in characterization are limited, 

her characters do meet the demands of the sentimental tale of terror. 

The heroines are superficial creations, but they are just real enough 

to hold the reader's interest and to convey the effects of fear to him. 

In the words of Bertrand Evans, these heroines are appropriate "objects 

of terror" because their extreme sensibilities cause them to feel deeply 

a wide range of emotions and to suffer greatly from the persecutions of 

the villains. On the other hand, the flatness of the heroines imposes 

a serious limitation on Mrs. Radcliffe's attempt to explore the psychol

ogy of fear, as I hope to show in the concluding chapter of this study. 

The heroes, who function both to add to the heroines' fears and to reward 

them for their fortitude, also are flat stereotypes. However, Mrs. 

Radcliffe's failure to produce rounded and realistic heroes is not 

nearly as serious an artistic defect as is the stereotyping of the 

heroines because the former, with the exception of Vivaldi, generally 

are not involved in the central action of the romances. 
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Mrs. Radcliffe's villains are drawn more successfully; Montoni 

and Schedoni are the most imposing and threatening "agents of terror" 

to appear in Gothic fiction until the advent of Lewis's Ambrosio, and 

the psychological realism of La Motte would do credit to much greater 

authors than Mrs. Radcliffe. Touches of the same psychological validity 

are apparent in several of the minor characters, especially Madame La 

Motte, Madame Cheron, and Annette, although for the most part the re

jected lovers, minor villains, and servants are flat figures designed 

to create'atmosphere, unravel the threads of plot, and produce brief 

scenes of suspense. Of course the ability to produce villains with a 

touch of conscience, like La Motte and Schedoni, or the knack of strik

ing off a few lively minor characters does not mean that Mrs. Radcliffe 

could have created a Hamlet or Macbeth had she wanted to do so. 

From the standpoint of this study, the most important aspects 

of Mrs. Radcliffe's methods of characterization are the way in which 

she employs almost all of her characters, major and minor, to produce 

suspense and terror and the way in which she utilizes her heroines to 

convey these emotions to the reader. In the following chapters I hope 

to demonstrate that she also is adept at arousing suspense and terror 

through her manipulation of incident, plot, atmosphere, setting, and 

supernatural suggestion. 



CHAPTER 4 

PLOT AND INCIDENT 

After the publication of The Monk in 1795, Gothic fiction became 

more profoundly psychological, presenting the author's attitudes toward 

the ambiguous moral nature of human existence and probing the dark, 

inner nature of man.^- More and more these novels focused on scenes of 

pure horror and emphasized the evil that exists in the human heart. 

The sentimental tale of terror, however, is essentially escapist liter

ature; that is, although it embodies some of the symbolic and archetypal 

patterns discussed by Fiedler, Nelson, and Hume, it does not really 

attempt to grapple seriously with important moral problems or try to 

probe man's inner nature. The primary purpose of the type of romance 

developed by Mrs. Radcliffe is to stimulate the reader emotionally, and 

consequently a broad spectrum of feeling, ranging from the gentle emo

tions of natural sympathy experienced by St. Aubert to the extreme terror 

felt by Emily at Udolpho, is presented. Although a wide range of 

i /•' 

1. The first important study to deal with the psychological 
aspects of the Gothic is Mario Praz's The Romantic Agony, trans. Angus 
Davidson (London, 1933; reprinted with addenda, London, 1951). A pro
vocative study with strong Freudian overtones is Leslie Fiedler's Love 
and Death in the American Novel (New York, 1962). Other important 
studies that deal with the psychological and mythic implications of the 
Gothic are: Lowry Nelson, Jr., "Night Thoughts on the Gothic Novel," YR, 
52 (Dec. 1962), 238-257, and Robert D. Hume, "Gothic Versus Romantic: 
A Revaluation of the Gothic Novel," PMLA, 84 (Mar. 1969), 282-290. 
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emotion is explored in early Gothic fiction, the emphasis is on terror 

and the suspense that leads to or evolves from that terror. The reason 

for this emphasis is partly that the novels of sensibility had all but 

exhausted the fictional possibilities of the gentler emotions and partly 

that, as the cult of feeling grew, stronger stimuli were needed to titil

late the jaded palates of the reading public. In order to achieve their 

ends, the early Gothicists developed the simple formula mentioned in 

the previous chapter: subject an emotional young lady (who came to 

them ready-made from the novels of sensibility) to a series of frighten

ing events. Almost any young lady would do, providing she was emotional 

and imaginative enough; the focus was on the terrifying incidents them

selves, and the most successful Gothicists were those able to invent a 

great variety of such incidents and thus protract the heroine's suffer

ing. In this respect, Mrs. Radcliffe rates as the best of the early 

Gothicists. In speaking of her romances, for example, Sir Walter Scott 

says, "The force ... of the production, lies in the delineation of 

external incident, while the characters of the agents, like the figures 

in many landscapes, are entirely subordinate to the scenes in which 

2 
they are placed. . . ." Despite her stereotyped heroes and heroines, 

Mrs. Radcliffe manages to maintain reader interest in her tales through 

her inventiveness in creating mystifying, thrilling, and frightening 

incidents and through her use of a basic plot structure that is almost 

perfectly formed to encompass such incidents. 

2. Lives of the Novelists (New York, 1910), p. 225. 
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L. E. Keebler says that Mrs. Radcliffe centers her novels on 

the extended flight of the heroine, but, as he admits, this view of her 

plots does not include The Mysteries of Udolpho, in which Emily is never 

really pursued by anyone. It would be more accurate to say that the 

romances focus on the villain's persecution of the heroine, a persecu

tion that usually results in the heroine's flight. Such a structure 

is suggested in Athlin and Dunbayne and applies to all the other romances 

except for Gaston de Blondeville, which is not included in this study. 

The central situation in Mrs. Radcliffe's novels, from A Sicilian Romance 

on, is one in which the villain, who seeks to ruin the heroine's 

honor, obtain her property, kill her, or force her into an odious mar

riage with a minor villain, persecutes her until she attempts to escape 

from his clutches. Generally there follows a series of pursuits, cap

tures, and escapes. Keebler notes that, "Such a plan requires neither 

strong character development nor a tightly unified plot, and Mrs. Rad

cliffe was thus free to heap incident upon incident until the heroine 

had endured enough to warrant her final reward: marriage with the 

hero."^ 

Just as she was influenced by Richardson in the type of heroine 

and villain she employed, so too was Mrs. Radcliffe influenced by him in 

her choice of the persecution-pursuit motif that dominates her romances.-* 

3. "Ann Radcliffe: A Study in Achievement," Unpublished Disser
tation (University of Wisconsin, 1967), p. 94. 

4. Keebler, p. 17. 

5. See Fiedler, pp. 108-109. 
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Both Pamela and Clarissa are built around the persecution and pursuit 

of virtuous and sensitive heroines. Squire B tries to seduce Pamela, 

first by offering her wealth and later by making a false promise of 

marriage to her, precisely Montalt's methods of dealing with Adeline in 

The Romance of the Forest. Pamela is imprisoned in Squire B's country 

estate just as Adeline is confined in Montalt's chateau and Emily at 

Udolpho. Clarissa, like Julia in A Sicilian Romance, flies from a 

forced marriage with an odious man. She, too, is confined, but in a 

house of prostitution, a situation similar to that of Emily, who dis

covers that the young ladies at Udolpho are really prostitutes. After 

Clarissa escapes her confinement, she is pursued by Lovelace and sub

jected to deep mental anguish, a situation common in Mrs. Radcliffe's 

romances. As noted in Chapter Two, Lovelace's real love for Clarissa 

and his contrition over her rape resenble Saintmorin's feelings for 

Mary and his regret over her kidnapping. There are enough of these 

similarities between the work of Richardson and that of Mrs. Radcliffe 

to indicate the direct influence of the former on the latter. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's use of the persecution-pursuit motif also may 

have been influenced by Walpole, who made it one of the basic themes 

of the early Gothic novel. In Otranto the evil Manfred pursues the 

innocent Isabella through subterranean passages and forbidding woods in 

an attempt to force her to marry him, even though he is already married 

to Hippolita. Walpole's plot has similarities to all of Mrs. Radcliffe's 

novels, particularly A Sicilian Romance. In the latter work, Mazzini, 

whose character closely resembles that of Manfred, imprisons his wife 
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in order to engage in a bigamous marriage, and he too pursues the inno

cent heroine in an attempt to force her into an odious alliance with de 

Luovo. However, there is a major difference between the focus in Mrs. 

Radcliffe's novels and those of both Walpole and Richardson. The plots 

of the latter two are dominated by sex, whereas sex plays but little 

part in Mrs. Radcliffe's tales except for The Romance of the Forest. 

Had Mrs. Radcliffe centered her plots on the sex-chase theme, which she 

probably was temperamentally incapable of doing anyway, she would have 

limited the range of terrors to which her heroine is subjected. She 

rather chose to broaden the scope of her heroine's persecution, employ

ing the principle of "procrastinated rape" as only one of the actual 

dangers which threaten her and concentrating on the obscure or unknown, 

primarily through the use of supernatural suggestion, in order to pre

sent a greater variety of terrors. 

Although Mrs. Radcliffe's plots sometimes tend to become monoto

nous, they are, as Walter Wright states, "individually more exciting 

than those on which they were modeled," and they are ideally suited for 

her purposes of evoking suspense and terror, Devendra Varma agrees 

with this view when he says, "The sequence of her narrative is so managed 

that it moves our minds to a feeling of impending danger, and we hold 

our breath in suspense." This is especially true of A Sicilian Romance 

6. Sensibility in English Prose Fiction, 1760-1814: A Reinterpre-
tation, Illinois Studies in Language and Literature, Vol. 22, Nos. 3-4 
(Urbana, 1937), p. 93. 

7. The Gothic Flame: Be ins the History of the Gothic Novel in 
England: Its Origins, Efflorescence, Disintegration, and Residuary 
Influence (London, 1957), p. 102. 
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and The Italian. In the former, thrilling incident follows thrilling 

incident so rapidly and the dangers that threaten Julia pile up so quick

ly that the reader is constantly held in suspense and is almost breath

less at the end of the novel. In The Italian the sequence of events is 

interrupted by shifting back and forth between the tribulations of 

Vivaldi and those of Ellena so that one of the characters is left in 

actual or imminent danger while the story turns to the other; the result 

of this technique is a considerable heightening of suspense. 

On the whole, however, Mrs. Radcliffe's real strength in narra

tive is the power of her individual scenes. Clara Mclntyre says, "In 

thinking of one of Mrs. Radcliffe's stories, as in thinking of a play, 

one is inclined to remember striking scenes rather than a continuous 

Q 
narrative." In all of Mrs. Radcliffe's romances, certain vivid scenes 

remain with the reader long after the reading--Hippolitus and Julia 

hiding from banditti in the crypt, Adeline's discovery of the old manu

script in the hidden room, Emily's glimpse of the face at Chateau le 

Blanc, and Schedoni's death scene, among many others. Not only does 

Mrs. Radcliffe display great inventiveness in the creation of a variety 

of scenes of mystery, suspense, and danger, but she is adept at employ

ing such scenes for specific purposes, and one can identify various 

"types" of scenes that she uses often. 

One of the most impressive of these scene types is the beginning 

scene; in this category I include those scenes which begin the action or 

8. Ann Radcliffe in Relation to Her Time, Yale Studies in 
English, 62 (New Haven, 1920), p. 88. 
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which effectively establish the atmosphere of the tale, but which may 

occur after some slight exposition and therefore not actually begin the 

romance. Since the second chapter of Lee Edward Keebler's dissertation 

contains a solid and detailed discussion of Mrs. Radcliffe's opening 

scenes, I will only pass lightly over the subject, concentrating on the 

relationship of these scenes to the establishment and maintenance of 

suspense and terror or an atmosphere conducive thereto. Mrs. Radcliffe 

is able to excite the curiosity of the reader almost immediately; she 

accomplishes this by providing an introduction that establishes a tone 

of mystery or by plunging the reader into the action at once. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's fledgling effort, The Castles of Athlin and 

Dunbayne, begins slowly and no real interest is awakened until the tale 

is well underway. However, in her second novel, A Sicilian Romance, she 

shows great improvement in the way in which she begins her story. In a 

brief introduction, an English traveler sees the "magnificent remains" 

of the Castle of Mazzini and is informed by an old friar that "these 

walls . . . were once the seat of luxury and vice. They exhibited a 

singular instance of the retribution of Heaven, and were from that 

9 
period forsaken, and abandoned to decay." The traveler's curiosity 

is aroused, as is the reader's, and he is allowed to peruse an old manu

script which gives the history of the House of Mazzini; the novel which 

follows is purportedly an abstract of the manuscript. This introduction 

serves three purposes: it gives an air of authenticity to the tale that 

follows, arouses interest in the story behind the "vice" that caused the 

9. Ann Radcliffe, A Sicilian Romance, (Dublin, 1791), I, 2-3. 
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abandonment of the castle, and provides an appropriate setting (a castle in 

Sicily in the past) for a romance of suspense and terror. Mrs. Radcliffe 

returns to this method of introducing her story in The Italian, where 

it is used with even more skill. As the action of A Sicilian Romance 

gets underway, Mrs. Radcliffe very quickly adds to the atmosphere suggest

ed by the introduction: early in the first chapter she presents scenes of 

supernatural suggestion, scenes previously discussed in connection with 

Julia's character. The scenes built around the events in the supposedly 

deserted wing of the castle create a mysterious atmosphere and add to the 

suspense since the mystery of the "ghost" is not explained until near the 

end of the story. 

In The Romance of the Forest Mrs. Radcliffe utilizes a different 

method of beginning her tale. The story opens abruptly with La Motte 

and his wife fleeing from Paris to escape prosecution for debt; the La 

Mottes, speeding through a "dark and tempestuous" night, lose themselves 

in a thick forest, and Pierre seeks help at a lonely cottage; ruffians 

in the cottage at first confine him and then offer to let him go if he 

will take with him a lovely young woman, who, for reasons as yet unknown, 

is terrified and hysterical; La Motte agrees to take her, and Adeline 

joins the La Mottes in their frightened and hurried flight through the 

tempest and the dark. The fast pace of this opening chapter, the atmos

phere created by the storm and the ruffians in the lonely cottage, and 

the mystery that surrounds Adeline sweep the reader up in the action, 

at the same time mystifying him and keeping him in suspense. 
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The Mysteries of Udolpho, Mrs. Radcliffe's longest and slowest-

paced romance, does not utilize either the realistic introduction or the 

abrupt beginning; its opening scenes are idyllic ones used to expose 

Emily's sensibilities and to contrast with the mysterious and frightening 

incidents that follow. However, both opening methods are employed in 

The Italian. In a short introduction, some English travelers in Naples 

are informed that a mysterious figure they see in a church is a murderer 

claiming sanctuary. The ensuing conversation on this subject leads an 

Italian friend to offer them a volume, which, he says, contains an even 

stranger and more extraordinary story connected with the very church in 

which they stand. The novel itself is, of course, this Italian's mys

terious story. This introduction is used for the same purposes as that 

of A Sicilian Romance, but, in addition, the .connection of the church of 

the Black Penitents with the story gives the church a symbolic value in 

the romance as it becomes associated with the evil Schedoni, the "super

stition" of Catholicism, and the horrors of the Inquisition. The tale 

itself begins to unfold quickly, and the reader is exposed immediately 

to the mystery of the monk at Paluzzi, who warns Vivaldi against courting 

Ellena. The apparently supernatural monk appears twice more in the first 

chapter, and the reader is forced to ask who he is, why he warns Vivaldi 

to stay away from Ellena, and who or what is behind it all—questions not 

answered until late in the novel. 

Another type of scene that Mrs. Radcliffe employs, often for pur

poses of suspense, is the dilemma scene, in which a character has "to 
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choose between two equally unpalatable alternatives."^® Several instances 

of this device occur in Athlin and Dunbayne. For example, Osbert is faced 

with the choice of giving his sister in marriage to Alleyn as a reward 

for the latter1s friendship and courage, thus bringing the son of a 

peasant into his noble family, or rejecting Alleyn1s suit in order to 

preserve the blood of Athlin and by so doing cause both his best friend 

and his sister great unhappiness. The most suspenseful use of this device 

is when Mary must choose either to free her brother by marrying her fa

ther's murderer or to let Osbert die by refusing to wed Malcolm. Dilem

ma scenes occur in the other romances when the heroine must choose 

between remaining in the power of the villain or escaping with her lover 

and thereby sullying her reputation. In a brilliant scene in The Ro

mance of the Forest, La Motte must decide whether he will kill Adeline 

and be rewarded by Montalt or whether he will let her go free and face 

prison or perhaps even death. Vivaldi, in The Italian, is in a dilemma 

over obeying his father and losing Ellena or disobeying him in order to 

win his bride. This kind of scene frequently rates among Mrs. Radcliffe's 

best in terms of the suspense that it generates. 

One way in which Mrs. Radcliffe creates an atmosphere conducive 

to the generation of suspense and terror is through her manipulation of 

scenes for purposes of contrast. She presents a scene of idyllic charm 

or shows the heroine in a state of happiness, then immediately shocks 

the reader with a contrasting scene of mystery or peril. For example, 

10. Keebler, p. 22. 
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Adeline is left alone with refreshments when she is confined in Montalt's 

chateau. Looking out the window, she sees an "extensive garden, where 

groves, and lawns, and water, glittering in the moon-beam, composed a 

scenery of varied and romantic beauty." Charmed by the scene, she re

flects on her condition 

but was at length drawn from her reverie by the notes of soft 
music, breathing such dulcet and entrancing sounds, as suspended 
grief, and waked the soul to tenderness and pensive pleasure. 
Adeline listened in surprize, and insensibly became soothed and 
interested; a tender melancholy stole upon her heart, and sub
dued every harsher feeling: but the moment the strain ceased, 
the enchantment dissolved, and she returned to a sense of her 
situation. 

Again the music sounded— 

"Music such as charmeth sleep." 

And again she gradually yielded to its sweet magic. A female 
voice, accompanied by a lute, a hautboy, and a few other instru
ments, now gradually swelled into a tone so exquisite, as raised 
attention into ecstasy. 

After the music ends, Adeline sinks into a "pleasing languor," but 

suddenly 

the door opened, and the Marquis de Montalt appeared. He 
approached the sofa where Adeline sat, and addressed her, but 
she heard not his voice--she had fainted. He endeavoured to 
recover her, and at length succeeded; but when she unclosed 
her eyes, and again beheld him, she relapsed into a state of 
insensibility 

Adeline, of course, thinks the Marquis has come to rape her, and the 

scene's impact is strengthened by its contrast with the preceding scene. 

Similar scenes occur in all the romances, particularly Udolpho, in which 

Emily often rises to the heights of happiness only to sink to the depths 

11. Ann Radcliffe, The Romance of the Forest (London, 1823), pp. 
245-246. 
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of terror. In The Italian, by switching from Ellena's adventures to 

those of Vivaldi, the author also is able to juxtapose calm and joyful 

scenes with scenes of mystery and danger. 

In the presentation of mysterious and frightening incidents Mrs. 

Radcliffe is often at her best. Here the secret of her success is her 

method of preparing the reader emotionally for what follows, a method 

that will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter. Mrs. Rad

cliffe' s technique consists of presenting a highly atmospheric scene— 

a forbidding setting or a servant's tale of the supernatural, for example— 

which induces a high emotional state in one of the characters, .usually 

the heroine, and then suddenly introducing a mystery or an incident 

which the character thinks is dangerous. Owing to the preparation made 

for them, a great deal of suspense evolves from these incidents, although 

the mysteries always have a rational explanation and the dangers seldom 

actually materialize. In Udolpho, for example, great care is given to 

the preparation for the famous black veil scene. First Annette carries 

supernatural tales to Emily, already in a state of terror over Montoni's 

plans for her, and then mentions the mysterious chambers in which a large 

veiled picture hangs. Emily herself glimpses a figure within this sup

posedly deserted apartment. Finally, her insatiable curiosity leads her 

to investigate the chamber, and when she lifts the black veil she faints, 

not once, but twice, and the reader waits impatiently until near the end 

of the romance to discover what it was that so frightened poor Emily. 

Similar preparation is laid for Vivaldi's examination by the Inquisition. 

He is abducted by strangers and throvni into prison for unknown reasons. 
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A mysterious and apparently superhuman monk, whom no one else sees, 

appears in his locked cell. Vivaldi sees masked figures gliding through 

the prison passageways, observes strange instruments of torture, and 

hears deep sighs and groans. By the time he appears before the Chief 

Inquisitor, both he and the reader are prepared to suffer almost any

thing, and the slightest incident connected with his examination assumes 

great potential for suspense and danger. It is what J. M. S. Tompkins 

calls the "picturesque elaboration of scenes appropriate to dreadful 

incidents" that is one of Mrs. Radcliffe's great skills and one of her 

1 0  
major contributions to the technique of the novel. 

Such are Mrs. Radcliffe's powers of suggestion and ability to 

manipulate the obscure that, according to Eino Railo, "the reader is 

1 O 
more afraid of what might happen than of what does happen." In the 

Inquisition scene discussed above, nothing dreadful actually happens to 

Vivaldi; the suspense and terror evoked in the prison scenes come from 

the obscure sights and sounds and the potential dangers of the situation. 

All of Mrs. Radcliffe's romances contain scenes of this nature: Alleyn, 

lost in a dark, subterranean passage and pursued by Malcolm's men, is 

terrified by the flickering lights he sees; Julia is frightened by the 

moans that come from a supposedly deserted section of Mazzini; Emily 

suspects supernatural agents behind the mysterious music heard at Udolpho 

12. The Popular Novel in England: 1770-1800 (Lincoln, Nebraska, 
1961), pp. 260-261. 

13. The Haunted Castle: A Study of the Elements of English 
Romanticism (New York, 1927), p. 63. 
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and the Chateau le Blanc. Such scenes obviously owe a great deal to 

Burke's theory of the sublime; as pointed out in Chapter One, Burke 

said that one of the principal sources of sublime terror is the obscure. 

Mrs. Radcliffe applies this idea not only to her settings, which will 

be discussed in the next chapter, but also to her presentation of 

incidents like those mentioned above. Her characters experience terror 

because the villain's motives and aims are obscure or because the sources 

of the flickering lights and half-heard sounds are unknown.^ The char

acters and the reader remain in suspense until the author explains away 

her mysteries later in the story. 

Not only is Mrs. Radcliffe adept at creating suspense through 

the obscure and through suggestion, but her methods of retarding the 

action and withholding information from the reader likewise can be 

effective ways to generate suspense. She employs several devices to 

delay the solution of mysteries and to retard the action of her novels. 

This is the primary function of her long-winded servants, discussed at 

some length in the previous chapter, as well as that of several other 

minor characters. In A Sicilian Romance, for example, the nun Cornelia 

tells a long story of frustrated love that interrupts the main action 

and delays the resolution of Julia's plight. A similar device is 

Ludovico's ghost story in Udolpho. In the latter novel, an extensive 

sub-plot concerning the Count de Villefort's family retards the main 

14. See James R. Foster, History of the Pre-Romantic Novel in 
England (New York, 1949), p. 263, and Edward Fox Pound, "The Influence 
of Burke and the Psychological Critics on the Novels of Ann Radcliffe," 
Unpublished Dissertation (University of Washington, 1963). 
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action (and irritates the reader) several times. The most effective 

delays, in terms of developing suspense, occur in The Romance of the 

Forest when Adeline repeatedly is forced to break off reading her 

father's manuscript. Although such scenes sometimes are artificial and 

repetitious, tempting the reader to hurry through them if not to skip 

them entirely, they can be effective, especially in Adeline's case and 

that of the more humorous servants. 

Frequently Mrs. Radcliffe withholds vital information from the 

reader in order to add to a story's suspense. As Bruce McCullough says, 

"Not everything is told but only enough to arouse curiosity without 

satisfying it. The incidents thus take on an imaginative coloring and 

a passing importance out of proportion to their actual magnitude. 

The best example of this technique is the black veil scene mentioned 

previously in this chapter. The question of what Emily saw behind the 

veil that caused her faint remains unanswered until near the end of the 

novel. Lionel Stevenson calls this particular incident "indefensible" 

because although the reader shares Emily's restricted point of view, he 

1 fi 
is kept in the dark so long concerning the reasons for her terror. 

Other critics have attacked the technique of withholding information on 

the grounds that Mrs. Radcliffe raises the reader's expectations so high 

that he is disappointed when the explanation of the mysteries finally is 

15. Representative English Novelists: Defoe to Conrad (New York, 
1946), pp. 92-93. 

16. The English Novel: A Panorama (Boston, 1960), pp. 165-166. 
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17 presented. On the other hand, J. M. S. Tompkins defends Mrs. Radcliffe's 

methods of retarding the action and withholding information. The appeal 

of the romances, she says, "was not intellectual but emotional. The 

reader is not invited to unpick a knot, but to enjoy the emotion of mys

tery; the knot, indeed, is not unpicked at all; at the appointed hour an 

incantation is breathed over it, and it dissolves, for the methods of an 

1 ft 
enchantress are not those of Sherlock Holmes." Even though one must 

admit that some of Mrs. Radcliffe's delays are artificial, for the most 

part they are effective, and she succeeded in developing suspense to a 

level seldom before achieved in prose fiction. 

In addition to her use of certain identifiable scene types and 

her manipulation of events, Mrs. Radcliffe employs some specific incidents 

over and over again for purposes of producing suspense and terror. She 

frequently uses mysterious music to create atmosphere, to suggest the 

supernatural, and to disturb the heroine's peace of mind. In Udolpho, 

Emily hears music coming from the fishing house and is frightened when 

she finds no one inside. She and St. Aubert hear a haunting melody in 

the woods near the Chateau le Blanc and are told that the peasants 

believe that it portends death; shortly thereafter, St. Aubert dies. 

Du Pont's playing and singing at Udolpho first lead Emily to believe 

that what she hears is supernatural in origin and later she attributes 

17. Typical reactions of this nature appear in: John C. Dunlop, 
History of Prose Fiction (Philadelphia, 1842), p. 412; Charles F. Home, 
The Technique of the Novel (New York, 1908), p. 157; Montague Summers, 
"A Great Mistress of Romance: Ann Radcliffe (1764-1823)," in Essays in 
Petto (London, 1928), p. 18; Scott, pp. 221-222, 232-235; and Varma, p. 97. 

18. Tompkins, p. 262. 
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the music to Valancourt, only to be frightened and disappointed when she 

discovers that a stranger is the actual musician. At le Blanc she again 

hears the music that preceded her father's death and is disturbed greatly 
/ 

by it. Music is employed in The Italian to create atmosphere in the scene 

in the church where the Marchesa and Schedoni plot Ellena's murder. As 

the two conspirators whisper their plans, the Marchesa is shaken when 

she notes the words "God hears thee1.11 over a confessional; regaining her 

composure, she proceeds with the conversation only to be interrupted and 

frightened by the sonorous pealing of an organ: 

"Who is dead?" said the Marchesa, changing countenance; "it 
is a requiem'." 

"Peace be with the departed'." .exclaimed Schedoni, and crossed 
himself; "Peace rest with his soul'." 

"Hark', to that chaunt'." said the Marchesa, in a trembling 
voice; "it is a first requiem; the soul has but just quitted the 
body'." 

They listened in silence. The Marchesa was much affected; 
her complexion varied at every instant; her breathings were short 
and interrupted, and she even shed a few tears, but they were 
those of despair, rather than of sorrow. "That body is now cold," 
said she to herself, "which but an hour ago was warm and animated'. 
Those fine senses are closed in death'. And to this condition 
would I reduce a being like myself'. Oh, wretched, wretched mother', 
to what has the folly of a son reduced thee'."19 

Although Mrs. Radcliffe often uses music in other ways, primarily to so

lace her heroines or to demonstrate their sensibilities, her most strik

ing employment of it is for purposes of creating an atmosphere conducive 

to suspense and terror. 

19. Ann Radcliffe, The Italian, or, The Confessional of the 
Black Penitents (New York, 1968), p. 177. 
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The use of old documents has become a stereotype of fiction, 

particularly in the form of wills, birth certificates, and letters of 

confession, but Mrs. Radcliffe employed the device before it became a 

cliche (perhaps picking it up from Renaissance drama), and she uses it 

with good effect. Her best use of it is in The Romance of the Forest 

when Adeline finds the manuscript left by her father, and a great deal of 

suspense evolves from the mysterious lines Emily reads in her father's 

papers in Udolpho. The extinguishing of a light at an opportune moment 

is another characteristic device employed by Mrs. Radcliffe. In Athlin 

and Dunbayne, for example, Osbert's light goes out as he pursues the 

strangers who are skulking around his castle, and their escape creates 

a mystery not cleared up until Alleyn rescues Mary from Saintmorin. As 

noted earlier, the most effective use of this device occurs in The Ro

mance of the Forest when a burnt-out lamp forces Adeline to break off her 

reading of the manuscript. Another device particularly associated with 

Mrs. Radcliffe is her use of locked doors to entrap her heroes and hero

ines. Twice in A Sicilian Romance, for example, Julia is trapped when 

she cannot re-open doors through which she has passed because a spring-

lock on the other side has snapped shut. Vivaldi and Paulo, in The 

Italian, pursue a mysterious monk into a vault in the ruins of Paluzzi, 

and when they lose him and try to leave, they find they have been locked 

in and must spend the night in a place they begin to think is haunted. 

The most frequently employed incident of suspense and terror in Mrs. 

Radcliffe's romances is the discovery and exploration of secret passages, 

concealed rooms, or haunted chambers. This device is used in each work 
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and will be discussed in the following chapter on setting. Some of the 

incidents noted here, the extinguished light and the secret passage, for 

example, were used by Walpole in Otranto, but Mrs. Radcliffe developed them 

more fully and introduced original incidents of her own to create atmos

phere or produce suspense. Although today we tend to look on most of 

these devices as cliches, in Mrs. Radcliffe's day they were considerably 

fresher, and some of them became cliches because of her skillful use of 

them and the influence she exerted on later writers. 

Mrs. Radcliffe1s novels show a steady improvement in the use of 

plot and incident to effect suspense and terror. Her first work, The 

Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne, anticipates most of her later methods, 

although somewhat awkwardly. The romance is constructed rather badly, 

breaking into two distinct sections; the first two-thirds of the tale is 

dominated by the persecution-pursuit motif, centering on the heroes, 

principally Osbert, rather than on the heroine, and the last third deals 

with Malcolm's overthrow, the apparent hopelessness of the love affair 

between Alleyn and Mary, and Saintmorin's attempt first to court and then 

to kidnap Mary. Some of the incidents are striking enough, but they lack 

proper development and follow each other much too quickly. Later Mrs. 

Radcliffe learned to intersperse her incidents with contrasting scenes 

and to lengthen each individual incident in order to derive a maximum of 

suspense from it. 

However, the same lack of assured control apparent in Athlin and 

Dunbayne is present in A Sicilian Romance, in which incident follows 

incident with breathtaking rapidity. Some scenes that have no real 
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connection with the plot are introduced for the suspense they produce, 

for the thrills they contain, or simply because they are traditional 

in the romance. The scene in which the Dulce de Luovo is captured by 

banditti and discovers his son to be their leader is an exciting tradi

tional tale, but it is wholly extraneous to the plot; likewise Cornelia's 

story has no connection with the action at all. On the other hand, the 

author shows improvement in her ability to obtain the maximum of sus

pense from particular incidents. She holds the solution to some of her 

mysteries, most notably that which surrounds the deserted wing of Mazzini, 

in abeyance, and she show greater skill in producing the unexpected and 

in developing individual scenes. The many and varied incidents of A 

Sicilian Romance are more or less held together by the persecution and 

pursuit motif, centering, as it does also in the later romances, on the 

heroine. There are no sub-plots, and, outside of a few digressions, all 

of the action focuses on Julia's difficulties. Although the novel is 

episodic, it has a more coherent structure than did Athlin and Dunbayne. 

Many critics see Mrs. Radcliffe's next novel, The Romance of the 

Forest, as her best work in terms of plot and incident. What distinguishes 

this romance from either of its predecessors and from The Mysteries of 

Udolpho is the greater simplicity and coherence of its plot and its 

90 
"better treatment of suspense as a means of arousing interest. 

Apart from the opening chapters, which later are related clearly and 

smoothly to the main story line, most of the action stems from Montalt's 

persecution of Adeline. The only really bad digression is the heroine's 

20. Mclntyre, Ann Radcliffe, p. 83. 
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idyllic interlude with La Luc. This novel marks a great improvement in 

Mrs. Radcliffe's ability to organize and control plot and incident. 

Although The Mysteries of Udolpho centers on Montoni1s persecution 

of Emily, it is frequently digressive, especially toward the conclusion. 

The story is prefaced by sentimental scenes of Emily with her family, 

the action is interrupted by long passages of natural description, and 

there is a sub-plot, of very little intrinsic value, which turns the 

attention from the central action. Despite the fact that Udolpho is not 

as tightly constructed as The Romance of the Forest and The Italian, it 

was very popular in its own day, gaining a wide reading audience and 

influencing Matthew Lewis, Scott, Shelley, Keats, and many minor Gothi-

cists, and it has remained in print until the present day. The popular

ity of the novel does not rest on its plot, severely criticized since its 

publication in 1794, but rather on the strength of individual scenes. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's powers of suggestion are at their greatest in Udolpho. 

Nowhere else is the apparently supernatural used with such effect, 

creating great suspense and terrifying the heroine, and in no other 

romance are there so many puzzling mysteries to be unraveled. The reader 

may be disappointed at some of the mundane explanations eventually pro

duced for these mysteries, but most of them are adequate, and the indi

vidual incidents and scenes are generally successful in creating suspense. 

Perhaps the most important aspect of this romance is the skillful use of 

supernatural suggestion to measure the level of the heroine's terror. 

As previously noted, the plot of The Italian does not focus solely 

on the experiences of the heroine but rather alternates between the 
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adventures of both Ellena and Vivaldi. The action stems from Ellena's 

love affair with Vivaldi and her persecution by Schedoni and the Mar-

chesa, but a great deal of attention is directed toward Vivaldi's 

attempts to rescue Ellena and to free himself from the Inquisition. The 

plot is the most tightly constructed of all the romances, even The Romance 

the Forest, and, outside of the Barone de Cambrusca story, which dis

turbs Schedoni and seems to be related to his mysterious past but which 

is abruptly dropped, and one long section of natural description, it is 

relatively free from digression. Whereas Udolpho was dominated by super

natural suggestion and imagined dangers, supernaturalism in The Italian 

is reduced greatly and the characters always are threatened by actual 

dangers. Schedoni, the Marchesa, the Abbess of San Stephano, Spalatro, 

and the agents of the Inquisition pose real threats to the characters, 

threats which are eliminated by Schedoni's overreaching himself and his 

and the Marchesa's death. Consequently, there is no need for contrived 

explanations to tie up the loose ends of the plot. Many individual scenes 

stand out in The Italian despite the coherence of its structure. The 

early events at Paluzzi are powerfully contrived, for example, as are 

Vivaldi's experiences in prison. The escape through the caverns at 

San Stephano, the interruption of the wedding and the kidnapping of 

Ellena and wounding of Vivaldi, and the scenes at Spalatro1s house, are 

handled with restraint but are exciting episodes of great suspense. 

Perhaps the most powerful scene is the one in which the dying Schedoni 

reveals his plots and succeeds in poisoning Niccola. The relatively 

tight structure of The Italian, the strength of its individual scenes, 
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and the fact that real rather than imagined dangers threaten the char

acters render it a more satisfying novel artistically than any of its 

predecessors. In terms of its suspense, The Italian ranks with Udolpho. 

Overall it is probably the author's finest achievement. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's method of structuring her plots around the 

persecution-pursuit motif and her technique of highlighting certain 

scenes are ideal for the novel of suspense and terror. The persecution 

of an innocent and friendless female by a heartless villain and the 

escapes, flights, and captures that follow lend themselves to the depic

tion of a wide range of thrills and dangers, thereby increasing the sus

pense of the tale. Mrs. Radcliffe's ability to highlight particular 

scenes, either through her careful preparation for them or through her 

use of contrasting scenes, enables her to focus on the most threatening 

and mysterious incidents and to exploit fully their potential for sus

pense. As the mysteries and dangers accumulate, the heroine is puzzled 

and alarmed to such an extent that a dramatic intensity is achieved and 

the reader eagerly awaits the denouement and the explanations that it 

affords. Clara Mclntyre builds a strong case in support of her contention 

that Mrs. Radcliffe's main contribution to the novel is her use of the 

principle of suspense to develop a dramatic structure, and Devendra 

Varma concurs in this view.Although Mrs. Radcliffe's influence on 

later writers is difficult to assess, Miss Mclntyre and Varma are correct 

in indicating that no previous novelist had ever structured his plots so 

skillfully on the principle of suspense as did Mrs. Radcliffe. 

21. Mclntyre, Ann Radcliffe. pp, 77-89; Varma, p. 109. 



CHAPTER 5 

SETTING 

English Gothic fiction of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries almost always is set in foreign lands and in the past. Roderick 

Marshall offers reasons, presented in the second and third chapters of 

this study, for the use of Italy as a setting for such fiction.^" In 

addition, France and Spain—countries, like Italy, associated with a 

romantic past and dominated by what was considered to be the wicked super

stition of Roman Catholicism—also were popular settings for the Gothic 

romances. Later, as the sentimental tale of terror evolved into the 

tale of horror because of the influence of the German Ritter-, Rauber-, 

and Schauerromane, particularly Schiller's Robbers (1781) and Ghost-Seer 

(1789) and Naubert's Herman of Unna (1794), Germany too became a popular 

2 
setting for English Gothic fiction. The use of a foreign setting was 

important for writers who wished to free themselves from the everyday 

world of their readers and to exploit the unusual in order to achieve 

effects of suspense and terror. The continent offered a wider range of 

Italy in English Literature (1755-1815) (New York, 1934). 
Also see M. M. Tarr, Catholicism in Gothic Fiction (1762-1820) (Washing
ton, D. C., 1946). 

2. J. M. S. Tompkins, The Popular Novel in England: 1770-1800 
(Lincoln, Nebraska, 1961), pp. 234-246. 
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landscapes, ruins, characters, customs, and superstitions than did 

England for stories centering on evil figures, long pursuits, and the 

supernatural, stories in which the creation of an appropriate atmosphere 

was vital. 

The tales of terror were set in the past in order to further 

remove them from the familiar experiences of the reader and to cater to 

the reawakened interest in the Gothic. All periods prior to the Restor

ation were considered rude and barbarous (i.e., Gothic), and thus were 

viewed as appropriate settings for stories that involved castles, bands 

of robbers, and a superstitious belief in the supernatural. Furthermore, 

the use of the past may reflect, as Leslie Fiedler thinks, "an anti-

realistic protest, a rebellion of the imagination against confining 

fiction to an analysis of contemporary manners and modes." Devendra 

Varma dismisses the use of the past as essentially unimportant when he 

says that "the only value of the setting in 'old times' is to legitimize 

violent attitudes and absolve the writer from the reader's expectation of 

some sequence and likelihood in the behaviour of the characters, and to 

admit some surface coloration of antique detail while motives and senti

ments are those fashionable and current."^ Here I think Varma unwittingly 

touches upon the real importance of the use of the past in Gothic fiction. 

The placing of a contemporary heroine, who reflects "fashionable and 

3. Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel (New 
York, 1962), p. 117. 

4. The Gothic Flame: BeinR the History of the Gothic Novel in 
England: Its Origins, Efflorescence, Disintegration, and Residuary 
Influence (London, 1957), p. 86. 
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current" ideals of behavior, taste, and morals, in a past time and place 

where her attitudes are shared by only a few of the other "good" char

acters—and it must be remembered that "good" characters are invariably 

contemporary and "bad" ones are drawn from the past--results in her 

isolation and consequent inability to cope with her situation. Thus the 

heroine experiences the terror that arises from helplessness in the face 

of only vaguely apprehended dangersMuch of the terror experienced by 

Mrs. Radcliffe's heroines, all of whom, as we have seen, are eighteenth-

century females of sensibility, stems from their conflict with cold

blooded villains out of a dimly understood past. 

As these remarks indicate, the Gothic novelists made little 

attempt at historical accuracy. They were concerned only with employing 

a romantic setting suitable for the evocation of suspense and terror and 

with subjecting modern characters to frightful dangers from the past. 

Even so, some critics have persisted in attacking the Gothicists, partic

ularly Mrs. Radcliffe, for their anachronisms. S. Diana Neill goes so 

far as to complain that Mrs. Radcliffe's novels, although set in the 

past, are written in "the language of a sensitive and cultivated eight

eenth-century writer," a preposterous criticism'somewhat like complain-

ing that Shakespeare did not write Julius Caesar in Latin. To 

5. My views on the conflict of past and present in Gothic 
fiction in some ways resemble the views of Fiedler, although he develops 
his theory of the Gothic along Freudian lines (in particular see his 
comments on pp. 107-109). 

6. A Short History of the English Novel (New York, 1964), p. 115. 
Mrs. Radcliffe's most glaring anachronisms are listed by A. A. S. Wieten 
in Mrs. Radcliffe—Her Relation Towards Romanticism (Amsterdam, 1926), 
p. 98. 
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paraphrase Miss Tompkins, the ways of the Gothicist are not the ways of 

the historian; historical inaccuracies are not serious blemishes in 

Gothic fiction. 

Apart from The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne, which, perhaps 

owing to the influence of Macpherson's Ossian poems, is set in Scotland 

in days of "feudal greatness," the action of all of Mrs. Radcliffe's 

romances takes place in the past in southern Europe. The action of A 

Sicilian Romance occurs exclusively in Sicily at the close of the six

teenth century; The Romance of the Forest is set in France around 1658; 

The Mysteries of Udolpho takes place in France and Italy in 1584; and 

The Italian is set in Italy in 1764. It is interesting to note that 

although the latter's action takes place in the near past, Mrs. Radcliffe 

depicts its settings and villainous characters exactly as she did in 

Udolpho, purportedly set almost two hundred years earlier, a fact which 

contradicts Leslie Fiedler's belief that the Gothicists were very aware 

of the "pastness" of the past.^ In all of her romances, Mrs. Radcliffe 

ranges freely over southern Europe, exploiting her settings for all they 

are worth by depicting those landscapes most suitable for her purpose of 

the moment. She takes her readers to the wild seacoasts and rugged 

interior of Sicily, shows the lovely scenes of Savoy and Languedoc, por

trays the beauties and vices of life in Naples and Venice, and exposes 

her readers to the sublimity of the Apennines and the Pyrenees. Blending 

into her landscapes are ruined castles, deserted abbeys, and lonely con

vents, and she peoples her buildings with domineering abbots and abbesses, 

7. Fiedler, p. 118. 
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scheming women, and brooding villains. She leads us to believe that 

banditti lurk behind every tree and that a ghost skulks inevery corridor. 

She is able to fuse nature, architecture, and her characters into one 

atmospheric whole in which danger always seems imminent and suspense is 

ever present. 

The Use of Nature 

In her own day Mrs. Radcliffe's natural descriptions were looked 

on as the highlight of her works, but critical opinion from Hazlitt on 

has turned in the other direction. Hazlitt says, "Her descriptions of 

scenery, indeed, are vague and wordy to the last degree; they are neither 

like Salvator nor Claude, nor nature nor art. . . ."® Most modern critics 

agree with this judgment, and many add the complaint that Mrs. Radcliffe's 

nature scenes recur too frequently and are extraneous to the movement of 

her novels.^ Such criticisms have become critical cliches and are, I 

think, essentially erroneous. In this section I hope to show just how 

Mrs. Radcliffe does use her natural descriptions, and particularly how 

her descriptive scenes function to produce suspense and to evoke terror. 

Prior to Mrs. Radcliffe, as I indicated in Chapter One, novelists 

made little use of natural scenery. Thomas Amory's Life of John Buncle 

8. "On the English Novelists," Works, ed. P. P. Howe, VI 
(London, 1931), 126. 

9. For typical comments of this nature see: John Dunlop, 
History of Prose Fiction (Philadelphia, 1842), p. 413; C. F. Huffman, 
The Eighteenth-Century Novel in Theory and Practice (Dayton, Virginia, 
1923), p. 94; and Raymond Havens, "Ann Radcliffe's Nature Descriptions," 
MLN, 66 (1951), 251-255. 
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is the first work to use natural surroundings extensively, but seldom 

are they employed for anything more than a colorful backdrop for the 

action, Tobias Smollett's Humphrey Clinker utilizes both sublime and 

picturesque settings, particularly the latter, to reveal character. 

The differences between the characters Matt Bramble and Jery Melford 

are signaled in part by their reactions to nature and architecture. 

Richard Graves' The Spiritual Quixote also utilizes natural scenery as 

a background, focusing on its picturesque aspects. Charlotte Smith, 

who was influenced by the Gothic mode and who, in turn, influenced 

later Gothic writers, utilizes natural settings more than any other 

novelist prior to Mrs. Radcliffe. Mrs. Smith employs the natural sub

lime to set an atmosphere appropriate to her most frightening or thrill

ing scenes, and she uses the picturesque technique to set the stage for 

her many scenes centering on romantic love. Frequently she inserts 

descriptive scenes merely because they are lovely. Although she once 

depicted cypress trees and steaming swamps in springtime Canada, for 

the most part she is detailed and accurate in her natural descriptions. 

Mrs. Radcliffe, who was aware of Mrs. Smith's works, seems to have been 

influenced by her use of nature, particularly her use of the picturesque. 

Mrs. Radcliffe1s frequent employment of picturesque descriptive 

techniques, however, owes more to the landscapes of Salvator Rosa and 

Claude Lorrain than it does to any of her literary predecessors. Both 

Elizabeth Manwaring and Aline Grant show that Mrs. Radcliffe was famil

iar with the paintings of Rosa and Lorrain, and since, as noted in 

Chapter One of this study, she had never visited the southern European 



171 

settings of her romances, she turned to the popular landscape paintings 

of these areas for her descriptions of them.*"® Often her descriptions 

read as though she were writing with a particular picture in mind. In 

Athlin and Dunbayne, for example, Osbert has gotten lost in the mountains, 

and sees through 

an abrupt opening in the rock ... a view of the most beautiful 
romantic spot he had ever seen. It was a valley almost surrounded 
by a barrier of wild rocks, whose base was shaded with thick woods 
of pine and fir. A torrent which tumbled from the heights, and 
was seen through the woods, rushed with amazing impetuosity into 
a fine lake, which flowed through the vale, and was lost in the 
deep recesses of the mountains. Herds of cattle grazed in the 
bottom. . . . 

Mrs. Radcliffe makes good use of perspective here and she frames her 

picture through the opening in the rock. She employs the same pictur

esque technique in presenting groups of figures. An outstanding example 

of this method occurs in Udolpho during the journey of De Villefort's 

party through the Pyrenees: 

St. Foix stopped to observe the picture, which the party in 
the cave presented, where the elegant form of Blanche was finely 
contrasted by the majestic figure of the Count, who was seated by 
her on a rude stone, and each was rendered more impressive by the 
grotesque habits and strong features of the guides and other 
attendants, who were in the back ground fsic/ of the piece. The 
effect of the light, too, was interesting; on the surrounding 
figures it threw a strong, though pale gleam, and glittered on 

10. Elizabeth Manwaring, Italian Landscape in Eighteenth Century 
England; A Study Chiefly of the Influence of Claude Lorrain and Salvator 
Rosa on English Taste, 1700-1800 (New York, 1925). Aline Grant, Ann 
Radcliffe (Denver, 1951). Also see: Henry A. Beers, A History of 
English Romanticism in the Eighteenth Century (New York, 1899), p. 255; 
Christopher Hussey, The Picturesque: Studies in a Point of View (London, 
1927), pp. 231-236; and Varma, pp. 80-81. 

I 

11. The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne (London, 1844), p. 2. 
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their bright arms; while upon the foliage of a gigantic larch, 
that impended its shade over the cliff above, appeared a red, 
dusky tint, deepening almost imperceptibly into the blackness 
of night.12 

The diction here reveals the source of the author's inspiration. She 

employs the same terms one would use in describing a painting: "picture," 

"finely contrasted," "rendered," "background," "piece," and "effect of 

the light." Mrs. Radcliffe's picturesque presentation of such scenes 

was refreshingly nev; to her audience; seldom before had the pictorial 

qualities of painting been utilized in fiction, and her extensive use 

of them added a new dimension to the novel. 

Although the landscape painters certainly provided some of the 

specific natural detail that Mrs. Radcliffe uses in her romances, other 

sources also were available to her. Aline Grant's biographical study 

demonstrates throughout that Mrs. Radcliffe was familiar with some 

contemporary travel literature, and J. M. S. Tompkins points out parallel 

passages in Mrs. Radcliffe's novels and the travel literature of Mrs. 

Piozzi, de Carbonnieres, and Grosley. In addition, she possibly did 

some research on the settings of her novels; certainly she researched 

Gaston de Blondeville--as indicated by that novel's extensive annotations--

and she may have done some research for her earlier works as well. What

ever the case, Mrs. Radcliffe was aware of the flora and fauna of southern 

Europe, and, despite a critical consensus to the contrary, she often was 

capable of writing accurate, detailed, and vivid descriptions. The 

12. The Mysteries of Udolpho (New York, 1966), p. 601. 

13. "Ramond de Carbonnieres, Grosley, and Mrs. Radcliffe," RES, 
5 (1929), 294-301. Also see Marshall, p. 197. 
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following passage illustrates her ability to "number the streaks of the 

tulip": 

The sky began to assume that serene and beautiful tint peculiar 
to the climate of Italy; patches of young verdure, fragrant 
shrubs and flowers looked gaily among the rocks, often fringing 
their rugged brows, or hanging in tufts from their broken sides; 
and the buds of the oak and mountain ash were expanding into 
foliage. Descending lower, the orange and myrtle, every now 
and then, appeared in some sunny nook, with their yellow blos
soms peeping from among the dark green of their leaves, and 
mingling with the scarlet flowers of the pomegranate and the 
paler ones of the arbutus, that ran mantling to the crags above; 
while, lower still, spread the pastures of Piedmont. . . .14 

Even here, of course, diction is employed that one usually associates 

with some eighteenth-century verse--"young verdure" and "fragrant 

shrubs," for example--but the use of plant names and color adds enough 

detail to present a fairly specific picture. Such descriptions occur 

so frequently throughout the romances that it is difficult to under

stand why so many critics agree with Hazlitt's view that Mrs. Radcliffe 

was incapable of detailed and accurate descriptions. 

Even less understandable is the view, mentioned earlier in this 

section, that passages of natural description recur too frequently in 

and are extrinsic to the movement of Mrs. Radcliffe's romances. Athlin 

and Dunbayne makes very little use of natural description and the de

scriptive passages of A Sicilian Romance are almost invariably short and 

are inserted between scenes of adventure and suspense for contrast and 

in order to provide a breathing space for the reader. Apart from the 

scenes in which Adeline and Peter escape from St. Clair and those in 

which Adeline recuperates with La Luc and his family, there are few 

14. Udolpho, p. 167. 
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lengthy passages of natural description in The Romance of the Forest, 

although nature and architecture are used intermittently throughout 

the novel to provide atmosphere. Natural description is used exten

sively in The Italian only when Ellena and Vivaldi, who have escaped 

from San Stephano, are journeying to Lake Celano and later in the scenes 

which surround the incidents at Spalatro's house. These passages all 

occur in the second volume of the romance and the first and third vol

umes contain but a very few scenes of natural description. Udolpho, 

then, is the only novel in which there appear long descriptive passages 

at frequent intervals. In this romance, it is true, the action some

times is delayed for a long time while the author and her characters 

rhapsodize over nature, and the reader often feels the urge to skip 

over some of these repetitious and lengthy passages. However, to say, 

as do so many critics, that all the romances are characterized by a 

too frequent use of long descriptions is simply contrary to fact. 

One of the reasons for such erroneous judgments is the tendency 

for critics to use Udolpho as a basis for generalizations about all of 

Mrs. Radcliffe's novels. G. F. Huffman, for example, cites only Udolpho 

to support his view that Mrs. Radcliffe's natural descriptions are 

15 purely decorative. Although this view is a common one, it is hardly 

accurate. Far from being extrinsic or decorative as a rule, nature is 

used for a variety of specific purposes in the romances, only one of 

which is decoration. Occasionally, especially in Udolpho, Mrs. Rad

cliffe's love for nature, reflected in her Journey Made in the Summer 

15. Huffman, p. 94. 
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of 1794 through Holland and the Western Frontier (1795), leads her to 

include in her work descriptive passages for their own sakes. More often, 

however, Mrs. Radcliffe's poetic landscapes are used as a prelude to ad

venture, to contrast with scenes of danger, to provide atmosphere or 

enhance suspense, to reveal facets of her characters' personalities, to 

objectify mental states, to reflect the isolation of the heroine, and to 

show a harmony between individual, emotion, incident, and environment. 

These uses of setting will be discussed briefly in the following pages. 

In all the romances after Athlin and Dunbayne, scenes of natural 

description are used to contrast with or as a prelude to scenes of sus

pense and danger. The device of interspersing such scenes with episodes 

centering on the description of nature serves to heighten suspense by 

lulling the reader into contemplating natural beauty and then suddenly 

shocking him with the presentation of a ne:/ mystery or perilous situa

tion. A good example of this technique occurs in A Sicilian Romance 

when Madame Menon and Julia are journeying to the Convent of St. Augustin 

where they hope for sanctuary from Mazzini and De Luovo: 

For some leagues they travelled in silence and thought, over 
a wild and picturesque country. The landscape was tinted with 
rich and variegated hues; and the autumnal lights, which streamed 
upon the hills, produced a spirited and beautiful effect upon the 
scenery. All the glories of the vintage rose to their view; the 
purple flushed through the dark green of the surrounding foliage, 
and the prospect glowed with warm luxuriance. 

They now descended into a deep valley, which appeared more 
like a scene of airy enchantment than reality. Along the bot
tom flowed a clear majestic stream, whose banks were adorned 
with thick groves of orange and citron trees. Julia surveyed 
the scene in silent complacency, but her eye quickly caught 



176 

an object which changed with instantaneous shock the tone of her 
feelings. She observed a party of horsemen winding down the hill 
behind them. 

In these preludes to adventure, nature often is used to foreshadow coming 

events. In Udolpho, just before De Villefort's party reaches the ruined 

watch-tower in which it fights a bloody battle with banditti, a storm 

arises that foreshadows and provides an appropriate atmosphere for the 

adventures that follow: 

. . . all was yet wrapt in gloom, and the silence of night was 
broken only by the murmuring of woods, that waved far below, 
or by distant thunder, and, now and then, by the faint voices 
of the party he /fSt. Foi*7 had quitted. He viewed, with emotions -
of awful sublimity, the long volumes of sulphureous clouds, that 
gloated along the upper and middle regions of the air, and the 
lightnings that flashed from them, sometimes silently, and, at 
others, followed by sullen peals of thunder, which the mountains 
feebly^ prolonged, while the whole horizon, and the abyss, on 
which he stood, were discovered in the momentary light, 

Neither of the scenes cited above is lengthy or extrinsic to the whole; 

they both have definite functions to serve, and they serve them very well. 

In the scene just quoted, St. Foix experiences "emotions of awful 

sublimity" because he is exposed to the vast, the loud, and the obscure, 

each of which, according to Burke's theory, is productive of sublime 

terror. Mrs. Radcliffe is particularly adept at arousing such terror 

through the use of the obscure. For example, the initial descriptions 

of the landscapes surrounding Udolpho and of the castle itself are im

pressively vague, adding greatly to the suggestiveness of the scenes that 

follow within the castle walls. This vagueness, as Lee Edward Keebler 

16. A Sicilian Romance (Dublin, 1791), II, 13-14. 

17. Udolpho. p. 601. 
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correctly points out, is not an unconscious effect due to the artistic 

inadequacies of the author, but rather is a deliberate device employed 

to create an atmosphere propitious to the evocation of suspense and 

18 
terror. "This deliberate use of suggestive obscurity both in narra

tion and in description," according to Bruce McCullough, "is the quality 

that most clearly distinguishes Mrs. Radcliffe's work from that of ear-

19 
lier novelists." 

As suggested throughout this study, Mrs. Radcliffe's debt to 

Burke's theory of the sublime, outlined in detail in Chapter One, is 

20 great. She not only exploits the obscure, which Burke sees as the 

most important source of sublime terror, but she also emphasizes almost 

all of Burke's other sources of fear: power, which characterizes her 

villains; privation, which is seen in the isolation and confinement 

of her heroines; vastness, which dominates her descriptions of mountains 

and the sea; magnificence, which she applies both to natural settings 

and to her castles and ruins; loud noises, which are utilized in all 

the storm scenes and most of the mountain scenes; and darkness, which 

is used frequently to describe storms, forests, and the buildings and 

caverns in which the heroine is confined. Quite often the focus on 

18. "Ann Radcliffe: A Study in Achievement," Unpublished 
Dissertation (University of Wisconsin, 1967), p. 174. 

19. Representative English Novelists: Defoe to Conrad (New 
York, 1946), pp. 95-96. 

20. See Edward Fox Pound, "The Influence of Burke and the 
Psychological Critics on the Novels of Ann Radcliffe," Unpublished 
Dissertation (University of Washington, 1963). 
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these sources of sublime fear, particularly those which occur in nature, 

results in the heroine's "pleasing melancholy," a concept which Burke 

discusses, but more often the sublime objects in nature induce in the 

heroine a degree of terror which colors her reactions to her experiences. 

One of the best examples of Mrs. Radcliffe1s use of the Burkean sublime 

occurs when Emily, having refused to marry Count Morano, is forced to 

accompany Montoni and her aunt over the Apennines to the Castle of 

Udolpho: 

At length, the travellers began to ascend among the Apennines. 
The immense pine-forests, which, at that period, overhung these 
mountains, and between which the road wound, excluded all view 
but of the cliffs aspiring above, except, that, now and then, an 
opening through the dark woods allowed the eye a momentary glimpse 
of the country below. The gloom of these shades, their solitary 
silence, except when the breeze swept over their summits, the 
tremendous precipices of the mountains, that came partially to 
the eye, each assisted to raise the solemnity of Emily's feelings 
into awe; she saw only images of gloomy grandeur, or of dreadful 
sublimity, around her; other images, equally gloomy and equally 
terrible, gleamed on her imagination. She was going she scarcely 
knew whither, under the dominion of a person, from whose arbi
trary disposition she had already suffered so much, to marry, 
perhaps, a man who possessed neither her affection, or esteem; 
or to endure beyond the hope of succour, whatever punishment 
revenge, and that Italian revenge, might dictate. 1 

The diction of this passage makes clear Burke's direct influence on 

Mrs. Radcliffe, for terms which he associates with the sublime abound: 

"immense," "dark," "gloom," "solitary silence," "tremendous," "solemnity," 

22 
"awe," "dreadful," and "terrible," for example. The landscape here 

21. Udolpho, pp. 224-225. 

22. See Pound throughout, but especially Chapter Three, "Exter
nal Nature: The Sublime and the Beautiful," for a thorough discussion of 
Mrs. Radcliffe's borrowings and adaptations from Burke's Enquiry. 
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produces a sublime terror in Emily that shapes her reaction to the 

castle she is soon to see and that colors her interpretation of the 

events that occur within it. Time and again Mrs. Radcliffe presents a 

scene of natural grandeur and obscurity which calls up sublime emotions 

in her characters, thus creating an emotional state and producing an 

atmosphere appropriate for suspense and terror. 

Nature not only induces certain emotional states in the charac-
< I . 

ters, but it also functions to objectify those emotional states for the 

reader. When the characters are happy, they view the world around them 

in one way and when they are troubled, they view it in another. For 

example, in The Romance of the Forest, before Montalt begins to perse

cute her, Adeline takes delight in the scenery around the abbey, and 

later, when she is safe with La Luc and his family, she rhapsodizes over 

the natural beauties of Savoy. However, during her flight with Peter, 

when she is frightened and fatigued, nature takes on a different hue, 

and "the gloomy grandeur of the scenes which had so lately awakened emo

tions of delightful sublimity, now awed her into terror; she trembled at 

the sound of the torrents rolling among the cliffs, and thundering in the 

vale below, and shrunk from the view of the precipices, which sometimes 

23 
overhung the road. . . ." In Udolpho, Emily, the most susceptible to 

natural beauties of all Mrs. Radcliffe1s characters, can take no delight 

in her surroundings after her father's death: "... had she been less 

unhappy, fshef would have admired the extensive sea view, that appeared 

from the green slope . . . and the rich shores, hung woods and pastures, 

23. The Romance of the Forest (London, 1823), p. 379. 
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that extended on either hand. But her thoughts were now occupied by one 

sad idea, and the features of nature were to her colourless and without 

form. . . During the seige of Udolpho, Emily is led from the castle 

by two evil-looking men who she thinks are under orders to kill her, and 

the mountains and forests seem to close in on her and to be dark and 

threatening. Later, when she discovers no harm is going to befall her, 

she rhapsodizes over the beauty of these same mountains and forests. 

Ellena, in The Italian, sees the woods near Spalatro's house as gloomy 

and dangerous, but when Schedoni frees her from confinement and she 

traverses the same woods again, she delights in the lovely scenery 

around her. Such scenes effectively reveal the emotions of the charac

ters and at the same time serve to create an atmosphere appropriate to 

the incidents that follow. 

In addition to objectifying emotional states, nature serves to 

reveal personalities. It is significant that the villains in the romances, 

because they are cold connivers of pure reason and not men of feeling, 

are unmoved by nature, while the heroes, the heroines, and such kindly 

figures as La Luc and St. Aubert are moved deeply by it. Although an 

early villain like de Luovo can halt his pursuit of the heroine long 

enough to drink in the loveliness of the landscape, the later villains, 

Montalt, Montoni, and Schedoni, totally ignore natural beauty. The 

reader knows that La Motte cannot be all bad when he shows emotion 

over nature. The love of nature is tied up so closely to goodness that 

St. Aubert accepts Valancourt as an honorable young man worthy of his 

24, Udolpho, p. 84. 
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daughter's attention solely on the basis of the young hero's love of the 

outdoors. Valancourt's emotional elegance in describing the glories of 

the Pyrenees to Emily is what attracts her to him. The compatibility of 

Ellena and Vivaldi is demonstrated by their mutual admiration of the 

scenery between San Stephano and Lake Celano. This susceptibility to the 

beautiful and the sublime in nature is, of course, a mark of sensibility, 

and Mrs. Radcliffe constantly emphasizes the sensibility of her figures, 

particularly her heroines, because it is this characteristic that makes 

them ideal subjects for terror. 

In discussing the various functions that nature performs in Mrs. 

Radcliffe's novels, it has become obvious, I believe, that her work is 

characterized by a harmony between nature and incident and character, a 

harmony previously unexploited to any great extent in prose fiction, 

although used with good effect in Renaissance drama. Just as the tempest 

howls in Lear's mad scene, "the most thrilling incidents in . . . £Mrs. 

Radcliffe' sj novels do not occur without the elements being unleashed 

in all their fury. . . Many scenes come to mind in this connection, 

such as La Motte's flight through a "dark and tempestuous" night or the 

storms that rage around Udolpho as Emily roams dim passageways and ex

plores deserted chambers. However, nature not only reinforces scenes of 

terror, but melancholy, content, and joy likewise find appropriate 

25, Varma, p. 115. 
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settings. At the beginning of each romance, except for The Romance of 

the Forest, the heroine is found contented with her family or friends, 

and tranquil picturesque landscapes dominate the early descriptive pas

sages. As the heroine is separated from her family or lover and the 

villain's persecution of her begins, nature takes on a darker hue, and 

sublime scenes of increasing intensity replace the picturesque descrip

tions. Near the end of the romances, when the heroine's fears have 

been eliminated and she is reunited with her lover, the sublime disappears 

completely, and picturesque scenes, emphasizing the harmony and beauty of 

nature, are presented in abundance. The use of nature to reinforce and 

intensify incident and emotion creates a singleness of effect that dis

tinguishes Mrs. Radcliffe's work from that of her Gothic predecessors. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's inclusion of scenery solely for the beauty it 

added to her tales and for the pleasing emotions it aroused in her char

acters and readers; her use of nature to create atmosphere, objectify 

states of mind, and reveal character; and the success she had in utiliz

ing nature to reinforce incident and intensify emotion were unique in 

the history of prose fiction. Much of her influence on later novelists 

27 
rests on her treatment of nature. Although it is difficult to trace 

26. Only a few critics discuss in any detail the way nature 
is used to reinforce incident in Mrs. Radcliffe's romances. The most 
important of these statements includes: Varma, pp. 85-128; Tompkins, 
The Popular Novel, pp. 251-258; Wieten, pp. 50-51; Keebler, pp. 144-
178; and Walter Raleigh, The English Novel (New York, 1895), pp. 
232-233. 

27. See Myra Reynolds, The Treatment of Nature in English Poetry 
between Pope and Wordsworth (Chicago, 1905), p. 221. 
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specific influences, Mrs. Radcliffe's use of nature seems to lead to the 

way in which it is used in authors like Scott, who employs romantic 

scenery for many of the same purposes as did Mrs. Radcliffe; Dickens, 

particularly in Great Expectations in the scenes with Magwitch and Pip 

on the marshes and later on the Thames; and Emily Bronte, whose use of 

the contrasting scenery and weather of the Grange and Wuthering Heights 

to show the characters of the inhabitants parallels Mrs. Radcliffe's 

use of the scenery and weather at La Vallee and Udolpho to contrast the 

characters of Emily and her father with that of Montoni. It is her 

techniques of describing and utilizing nature that led Scott to call 

her "the first poetess of romantic fiction," a title that she well 

deserved and held until dethroned by the Bronte sisters. 

The Use of Architecture 

Although Mrs. Radcliffe is known best for her skills in handling 

her natural settings, she also is adept in utilizing castles, abbeys, 

monasteries, and ruins as a stage for mysterious and terrifying inci

dents. The use of such settings, of course, is central to the Gothic 

mode; in fact, Eino Railo sees the haunted castle as the very founda

tion of the Gothic and as the seed from which grew the Romantic Move-

OQ 
ment. Indeed, as Arthur 0. Lovejoy has shown, the impulses which led 

to the Gothic Revival also led to the displacement of neoclassic 

28. The Haunted Castle: A Study of the Elements of English 
Romanticism (New York, 1927). 
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aesthetic standards by the romantic ideals discussed in Chapter One.^ 

One of the results of the reawakened interest in medieval architecture 

was the erection of numerous artificial ruins on the estates of the 

wealthy and the construction of Horace Walpole's Strawberry Hill and 

William Beckford1s Fonthill Abbey. Walpole's architectural experiments, 

it is generally felt, directly led to the writing of Otranto, the novel 

that made the Gothic building central to the tale of terror.3® 

Architecture also was important in Gothic fiction because of its 

potential as a source for sublime emotions. As noted in Chapter One, 

Addison said that architecture was the only art capable of filling the 

mind to overflowing, that is, capable of producing that psychological 

state that he identified with the sublime. Three of Burke's sublime 

ideas also have a direct relationship with architecture: vastness, 

including length, height, or depth; difficulty, which refers to any 

object that requires great effort to construct; and magnificence, which 

can apply to great and various buildings. Gothic fiction stressed the 

vertical aspect of buildings in particular. In her journal Mrs. Rad-

cliffe asks, "Why is it so sublime to stand at the foot of a dark 

29. Lovejoy makes important comments about the influence of 
architecture on the development of romanticism throughout his Essays 
in the History of Ideas (Baltimore, 1948), but particularly in "The 
First Gothic Revival and the Return to Nature," pp. 136-165. Other 
very important studies of the Gothic Revival are: Kenneth Clark, The 
Gothic Revival (New York, 1928) and Agnes Addison, Romanticism and the 
Gothic Revival (New York, 1967). 

30. For a thorough discussion of the relationship of Strawberry 
Hill to Otranto, see Warren H. Smith, Architecture in English Fiction, 
Yale Studies in English, 83 (New Haven, 1934), pp. 32-41; 79-81. 
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tower, and look up its height to the sky and stars?"^ In all of her 

novels she stressed the sublime effects of the height of her buildings, 

particularly the "lofty towers" of Dunbayne and the "towering masses" 

of Udolpho. 

The architectural ruin also was capable of arousing sublime 

emotions, especially when it was vast and shrouded in darkness. Gen

erally ruins are mysterious and arouse feelings, particularly in Mrs. 

Radcliffe's heroines, of awe and fear. Adeline, for example, experiences 

sublime terror when she first approaches the ruined Abbey of St. Clair. 

However, the ruin, as Warren Smith notes, might be both sublime and 

picturesque. He says, "The devotees of the 'picturesque1 school valued 

the castle ... as an ornament to nature. The ruin provided a point 

of interest in the landscape, much as a crag, or a mountain might do. . 

. The picturesque value of ruins, of course, was due no little to 

the influence of such artists as Claude Lorrain and Salvator Rosa. 

Their paintings are filled with both Gothic edifices and ruins, and, 

as noted earlier, Miss Manwaring has shown their direct influence on 

Mrs. Radcliffe. While the use of ruins was no doubt directly influenced 

by theories of the sublime and the popular landscape painters, they had 

been used extensively in poetry throughout the century. The poetry of 

the Graveyard School utilized ruins as the tangible remains of the past 

and derived "melancholy pleasure" from them because they "suggested the 

31. Quoted by Thomas Noon Talfourd in his "Memoir of the Life 
and Writings of Mrs. Radcliffe," Gaston de Blondeville by Ann Radcliffe 
(London, 1826), I, 98. 

32. Smith, p. 13. 
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transitory nature of human pomp, the futility of human accomplish-

qo 
ments. . . ." The ruin, then, as Bertrand Evans says, was an ideal 

setting around which to assemble "objects and agents of mystery, gloom, 

and terror." He adds: 

It is conspicuously anachronistic that, since the scenes are 
usually set in, or shortly after, the medieval period, the 
edifices of Gothic literature are almost invariably in an 
advanced state of decay. We would have expected to find 
them comparatively new, and certainly not in a condition of 
crumbled magnificence. But because the architectural relic 
which survived was the prime mover of the Gothicists' inven
tion, it was shown in ruins even in the period in which it 
should have been intact.34 

The ruin, then, stimulated the imagination of the writer of Gothic 

fiction, who utilized it for creating the illusion of the past, for 

its symbolic value, and as an ideal setting for mysterious, terrify

ing, and supernatural events. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's private papers show that, like many of her con

temporaries, she was deeply moved by old buildings and ruins. This 

feeling is reflected in her heroines, who experience sublime emotions 

whenever they view a crumbling castle or abbey, and her last work, 

Gaston de Blondeville, was directly inspired by her visit to Kenilworth 

in 1802. In addition, Mrs. Radcliffe may have been influenced in her 

use of architecture by the Renaissance drama that she so loved and that 

33. Smith, p. 19. 

34. Gothic Drama from Walpole to Shelley (Berkeley, 1947), 
pp. 7, 8. 
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35 
seems to have influenced her in other areas. The settings for such 

plays as Hamlet, Macbeth, and The Changeling, to name but three possibil

ities out of many, are in some respects similar to Mrs. Radcliffe's set

tings. Undoubtedly, however, the immediate source for her choice of 

setting was The Castle of Otranto, which is dominated by the castle 

with its trap-doors, subterranean passages, and supernatural occurrences. 

Walpole clearly demonstrated the singular appropriateness of a gloomy 

castle as a stage for thrilling and supernatural events. To this basic 

Gothic setting, Clara Reeve added the deserted and haunted wing that Mrs. 

Radcliffe was to use with good effect in A Sicilian Romance and Udolpho. 

Mrs. Radcliffe capitalized on these earlier inventions, developing the 

use of architecture, in Eino Railo's opinion, "to such an extent that 

•)£ 

in this field there was little else to add." 

Gothic buildings and ruins dominate each of Mrs. Radcliffe's 

romances. Almost all of the thrills of Athlin and Dunbayne take place 

in or around Dunbayne. The castle of Mazzini with its supposedly 

haunted wing dominates the early part of A Sicilian Romance and many of 

the later important events transpire in ruins or in the caverns that are 

connected to Mazzini and that often serve as an adjunct to a Radcliffean 

building. All of the supernatural suggestion and many of the mystifying 

35. For discussions of the impact of Kenilworth on Mrs. Radcliffe's 
imagination and the influence of Renaissance drama on her settings, see 
Clara F. Mclntyre, Ann Radcliffe in Relation to Her Time, Yale Studies in 
English, 62 (New Haven, 1920), pp. 65-68; and Grant, pp. 104-117. 

36. Railo, p. 9. 
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incidents of The Romance of the Forest occur in the Abbey of St. Glair. 

A ruin in the forest nearby also serves as a setting for mysterious and 

frightening events. The Mysteries of Udolpho, as the title indicates, 

focuses on the events that occur during Emily's confinement in Udolpho, 

although the Chateau le Blanc and the ruined watch-tower in the Pyrenees 

also are used to present mysterious and exciting incidents. The action 

of The Italian takes place in a series of Gothic structures or ruins. 

The convent at San Stephano, with its connecting caverns, is the setting 

for Ellena's early tribulations. Spalatro's decaying house on the lonely 

seashore, where Ellena also is held captive, is equipped with such Gothic 

paraphernalia as secret passages and barred windows. After Ellena1s 

release, she and Schedoni discover Spalatro in the ruins of the Barone 

de Cambrusca's mansion. Vivaldi's adventures take place in three Gothic 

settings: the ruins of Paluzzi, San Stephano, and the gloomy prison of 

the Inquisition. While some of these settings are not Gothic in the 

sense that they are meant to be medieval, nevertheless they are given 

particularly Gothic trappings; many of them are in ruins, they contain 

hidden rooms, secret passages, and mysterious tunnels and caverns, they 

are bathed in gloom, and they are the scenes for purportedly supernatural 

events. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's methods of presenting her buildings and ruins 

are designed to create an atmosphere appropriate for suspense and terror. 

Keebler says of her technique that "it was Mrs. Radcliffe's intention 

to describe not an actual structure but a suitably old and romantic one, 

one whose characteristics best suited the mood she wished to evoke. 
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Consequently, her descriptions tend ... to be vague and suggestive 

37 
rather than specific." For example, Athlin is described only as "a 

Gothic structure" that is "venerable from its antiquity"; the descrip

tion of Dunbayne also is vague, but it is more suggestive: "The edi

fice was built with Gothic magnificence, upon a high and dangerous 

rock. Its lofty towers still frowned in proud sublimity, and the im

mensity of the pile stood a record of the ancient consequence of its 

OQ 
possessors." The castle of Mazzini has "an air of ancient grandeur, 

which . . . impresses the traveller with awe and curiosity," and even the 

occupied part of the structure "appeared forlorn and almost desolate. . 

39 
. ." The descriptions of other major buildings are similarly vague. 

Even the interiors are presented in a like manner; details are chosen 

for their suggestive value, and Mrs. Radcliffe is more interested in 

presenting the vastness of central halls, the dankness of gloomy cham

bers, and the mystery of locked and hidden rooms, usually concealed by 

a faded and decaying tapestry, than she is in describing furniture or 

giving a realistic floor plan. Such a descriptive technique is not due 

to any artistic inadequacy on the author's part, but rather is a delib

erately contrived method admirably suited to her purposes. Mrs. Rad

cliffe1 s descriptions remind one of the horror or mystery films so 

popular in the late 1930's and early 1940's in which the action takes 

37. Keebler, p. 185. 

38. Athlin and Dunbayne, pp. 1, 5. 

39. Sicilian, I, 1, 10. 
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place in a fog-surrounded and desolate mansion full of gloomy rooms and 

secret passages. The suggestive values of such settings for suspense 

and terror are great, and Mrs. Radcliffe makes the most of them in all 

of her romances. 

Mrs. Radcliffe is expert in showing an atmospheric harmony 

between her landscapes and her buildings. A good example of this blend

ing of nature and architecture occurs when Emily first approaches the 

castle of Udolpho: 

To the east, a vista opened, that exhibited the Apennines in 
their darkest horrors; and the long perspective of retiring 
summits, rising over each other, their ridges clothed with pines, 
exhibited a stronger image of grandeur, than any that Emily had 
yet seen. The sun had just sunk below the top of the mountains 
she was descending whose long shadow stretched athwart the val
ley, but his sloping rays, shooting through an opening of the 
cliffs, touched with a yellow gleam the summits of the forest, 
that hung upon the opposite steeps, and streamed in full splen
dour upon the towers and battlements of a castle, that spread 
its extensive ramparts along a brow of the precipice above. 

Emily, already distraught by Montoni's conduct towards her, gazes 

"with melancholy awe upon the castle" that is to be her prison, 

for, though it was now lighted up by the setting sun, the gothic 
greatness of its features, and its mouldering walls of dark grey 
stone, rendered it a gloomy and sublime object. As she gazed, 
the light died away on its walls, leaving a melancholy purple 
tint, which spread deeper and deeper, as the thin vapour crept 
up the mountain, while the battlements above were still tipped 
with splendour. From those too, the rays soon faded, and the 
whole edifice was invested with the solemn duskiness of evening. 
Silent, lonely, and sublime, it seemed to stand the sovereign 
of the scene, and to frown defiance on all who dared to invade 
its solitary reign. As the twilight deepened, its features 
became more awful in obscurity. . . . 1 

40. Udolpho, pp. 226-227. 
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In these passages the castle is depicted as fitting naturally into the 

surrounding landscape; Udolpho's ramparts spread "along a brow of the 

precipice" just as the forest "hung upon the opposite steeps. . . 

Both castle and landscape are described in terms similar to, or in some 

cases exactly like, those Burke used in his discussion of the sublime, 

terms such as: "horrors," "grandeur," "shadow," "awe," "dark," "gloomy," 

"silent," "lonely," "solitary," and "obscurity." Emily here sees the 

castle in particular as "sublime" and the terms used to describe it are 

designed to render it terrible, the foundation of Burke's conception of 

the sublime. The purpose of such descriptions, according to Samuel Holt 

Monk, is "purely for the sake of evoking pleasant terrorbut Mrs. 

Radcliffe uses them here to create an atmosphere appropriate for the 

events which later occur within the castle and to generate within Emily 

an emotional state which makes her especially susceptible to the mystery 

and terror associated with them. 

As Warren Smith notes, Mrs. Radcliffe "stresses the emotional 

influences of her buildings, their capacity to arouse awe and horror. . 

. This emphasis on the effect buildings have on the individual is 

demonstrated in the scene just quoted. Similar scenes occur in all of 

Mrs. Radcliffe's novels. In A Sicilian Romance, for example, Julia and 

Madame Menon are captured by men that they think are agents of the Duke 

de Luovo and are conducted into a wood, where they see 

41. The Sublime: A Study of Critical Theories in XVIII-Century 
England (Ann Arbor, Mich., I960), p. 90. 

42. Smith, p. 118. 
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through the long perspective of the trees, a large ruinous 
mansion. The gloom of the surrounding shades partly concealed 
it from her ̂ Julia's/ view; but, as she drew near, each for
lorn and decaying feature of the fabric was gradually disclosed, 
and struck upon her heart a horror such as she had never before 
experienced. The broken battlements enwreathed with ivy, pro
claimed the fallen grandeur of the place, while the shattered 
vacant window frames exhibited its desolation, and the high 
grass that overgrew the threshold, seemed to say how long it 
was since mortal foot had entered. The place appeared fit only 
for the purposes of violence and destruction; and the unfortu
nate captives, when they stopped at its gates, felt the full 
force of its horror 

The diction here again demonstrates Burke's influence on Mrs. Radcliffe. 

The irregularity, desolation, and gloom of the ruined mansion arouse 

feelings of terror in the two ladies and create a suitably Gothic atmos

phere for the scenes that follow. In Mrs. Radcliffe1s novels, then, the 

heroine experiences fear in the presence of a ruin or a Gothic building, 

and her reaction to it is such that the reader is prepared to accept as 

appropriate the most mysterious and terrifying events connected with it. 

This is especially true when the landscape is utilized for the same evo

cative purpose as the ruin or building and a sensitive and persecuted 

young lady is exposed to both elements. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's technique in the scenes just mentioned is not 

entirely new in fiction. In certain passages in Pamela, for example, 

Samuel Richardson succeeds in achieving the same kind of atmospheric 

harmony as that seen throughout Mrs. Radcliffe's works. Such a scene 

occurs when Pamela, who has been abducted, first sees Mr. B's country 

home in which she is to be confined: "About eight at night, we entered 

the court-yard of this handsome, large, old, and lonely mansion, that 

43. Sicilian, II, 15-16. 
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looks made for solitude and mischief, as I thought, by its appearance, 

with all its brown nodding horrors of lofty elms and pines about it: and 

here, said I to myself, I fear is to be the scene of my ruin. . . 

There are, of course, important differences between Richardson's use of 

setting and that of Mrs. Radcliffe. Leslie Fiedler says that the flight 

of Richardson1 s heroines 

takes place in society—in a real, contemporaneous world of 
fashion, friends, parents, parties, and business. The flight 
of the gothic heroine is out of the known world into a dark 
region of make-believe, past the magical landscapes of a legen
dary Italy, along the shadowy corridors of the haunted castle, 
which is to say, through a world of ancestral and infantile 
fears projected in dreams. The sentimental heroine confronts 
the dangers of the present, that is, of life as recorded in 
the newspaper; the gothic heroine evades the perils of the past, 
that is, of life as recorded in history.45 

Richardson's novels are set in the real world of the eighteenth century, 

and it seems unlikely that the lustful but otherwise stolid Mr. B would 

commit a murder or that a ghost would glide through the passages of his 

country home, but anything is possible in a novel set in a distant time 

and a remote place, particularly when that place is full of sublime 

scenery and buildings and when its inhabitants are superstitious be

lievers in the supernatural. 

Another of Mrs. Radcliffe's predecessors, Tobias Smollett, 

succeeded in developing an effective atmospheric harmony similar to, 

although not as all-pervasive as, her own. As noted earlier, Smollett 

uses nature to reveal character in Humphrey Clinker, but his best use of 

setting to intensify fear occurs in Ferdinand Count Fathom. The scenes 

44. Pamela, or, Virtue Rewarded (New York, 1958), p. 109. 

45. Fiedler, p. 108. 
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in which Ferdinand falls into the hands of murderers in a dark wood and 

in which he thinks he sees the ghost of Monimia in a gloomy church 

definitely foreshadow the Gothic techniques of later authors like Mrs. 

Radcliffe. The latter, then, is not so much an innovator in her use 

of setting to harmonize with character, emotion, and incident as she 

is a developer of previous techniques. Her achievement is that she 

consciously blended almost all the elements of her romances into a 

harmonious whole, and she is particularly adept at utilizing setting 

to reinforce and intensify the terror felt by her heroine. 

Earlier in this chapter, it was pointed out that Mrs. Radcliffe 

uses nature to reveal character. She also employs buildings for the 

same purpose. La Luc's chateau and St. Aubert's La Vallee, estates 

maintained in exquisite taste but without ostentation, tell the reader 

what to expect of their residents. Likewise the beautiful simplicity 

of Altieri harmonizes with the characters of Bianchi and Ellena. Madame 

Cheron1s offensive personality is shown by the tasteless vulgarity of 

her residence. However, for the study of suspense and terror in Mrs. 

Radcliffe1s novels, the relation of the villain to his environment is 

most important, and it is in this area that Mrs. Radcliffe is most 

skillful. Although it is not made explicit, there is a close relation

ship between the aloof, gloomy, and powerful Malcolm and the dark, for

bidding Gothic castle of Dunbayne. Mazzini, too, seems to blend with his 

castle in creating a dark and mysterious atmosphere, and this relation

ship is emphasized when he is shown to be behind the apparently super

natural incidents in the deserted section of the building. This harmony 
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between the villain and his residence is made more explicit in the later 

novels. In The Romance of the Forest, the description of an interior in 

the chateau in which Adeline is held captive reflects Montalt's sensuality: 

The walls were painted in fresco, representing scenes from 
Ovid, and hung above with silk drawn up in festoons, and richly 
fringed. The sofas were of a silk to suit the hangings. From 
the centre of the ceiling, which exhibited a scene from the 
Armida of Tasso, descended a silver lamp of Etruscan form; it 
diffused a blaze of light that reflected from large pier glasses, 
completely illuminated the saloon. Busts of Horace, Ovid, 
Anacreon, Tibullus, and Petronius Arbiter, adorned the recesses; 
and stands of flowers, placed in Etruscan vases, breathed the 
most delicious perfume. In the middle of the apartment stood a 
table, spread with a collation of fruits, ices, and liqueurs.46 

If there ever was any doubt of Montalt's plans for Adeline, surely this 

sensual description of her place of confinement dispels it. The villain 

most closely identified with a particular place, however, is Montoni, 

whose enigmatic character and dominating personality seem almost a part 

of Udolpho, which broods over the surrounding landscape like "the sover

eign of the scene" and stands in "awful . . . obscurity." Minor villains, 

like the Abbess who rules her prison-like convent with an iron hand or 

the "lean and hungry" Spalatro in his ill-furnished and crumbling house 

by the sea, also fit perfectly into the buildings with which they are 

associated. In Mrs. Radcliffe's hands this harmony between character 

and setting creates a unified atmosphere conducive to suspense and terror. 

The interiors of Mrs. Radcliffe's buildings are full of hidden 

doors, mysterious rooms, and secret passageways which function to provide 

suspense. Walpole and Clara Reeve had utilized some of these suspenseful 

devices, but Mrs. Radcliffe used them so often and so variously that they 

46. Forest, p. 244. 



196 

seem particularly associated with her work. The best scenes in Athlin 

and Dunbayne occur when Alleyn escapes from Dunbayne through a "secret" 

tunnel (which, from the number of people he meets in it, does not seem 

at the last so very secret) and when Osbert discovers a hidden door and 

passage to the chambers in which Louisa and Laura are imprisoned. Julia 

in A Sicilian Romance finds a hidden door into the deserted section of 

Mazzini; this access to the "haunted" wing of the castle enables her and 

Ferdinand to explore it in a series of highly suspenseful scenes. The 

hidden room in the banditti's ruin and the concealed cell in which the 

Marchioness is imprisoned also provide appropriate settings for scenes of 

suspense. The supernatural suggestions of The Romance of the Forest 

evolve from Adeline"s discovery of the concealed door and hidden room in 

which her father was murdered. In Udolpho the castle seems to be a 

labyrinth of mysterious chambers and secret passageways. Cavigni's 

chamber provides a scene of supernatural suggestion, the veiled image 

that terrifies Emily hangs in a usually locked room associated with 

rumors of strange events, the secret passage that leads to Emily's room 

keeps her in a constant state of terror and enables Morano to gain access 

to her in an exciting kidnap attempt, and Ludovico leads Emily, Annette, 

and Du Pont to safety through a passage concealed in the walls of the 

castle. The secret entrance into the supposedly haunted chambers at 

Chateau le Blanc create a mystery that affects Emily, the Count de 

Villefort, and Ludovico. Ellena and Vivaldi in The Italian escape from 

San Stephano, in one of Mrs. Radcliffe's most thrilling scenes, through 

a secret tunnel. Spalatro's house has a hidden door to the sea, used to 
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dispose of bodies, and a concealed entrance to Ellena's room through 

which Schedoni enters to kill her. Niccola gains access to Vivaldi's 

prison cell through a secret entrance in a series of scenes that convince 

Vivaldi that his visitor is a superhuman being. Mrs. Radcliffe employs 

these doors, passages, and rooms to provide some of her best scenes of 

mystery, suspense, and supernatural suggestion. Moreover, the atmos

phere of the mysterious edifice, so ideal for the novel of suspense and 

terror, is greatly enhanced by the mere presence of such interior ele

ments . 

Thus far this discussion has focused primarily on the suggestive 

and atmospheric functions of Gothic architecture, but, as the last para

graph suggests, Mrs. Radcliffe's buildings are in fact "veritable hall/s7 

of terrors places "in which a young girl has every reason to be fear

ful of dark hallways, locked doors, mysterious figures, and deserted 

turrets."^ Cruelty and evil do exist in Dunbayne while it is ruled by 

Malcolm. In A Sicilian Romance, persecution, imprisonment, suicide, and 

murder occur in Mazzini, and the banditti's ruin in the wood is the scene 

of a cruel beating, an attempted rape, and numerous murders. In The 

Romance of the Forest, Montalt tries to seduce and apparently is willing 

to rape Adeline both at the chateau and at St. Clair. The latter site, 

Adeline discovers, was the scene of a brutal murder. On two occasions 

fierce battles take place in the halls of Udolpho, also the scene of an 

abortive poisoning, an attempted rape, and several drunken orgies. In 

47. Varma, p. 96. 

48. Keebler, p. 205. 
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the same novel, Emily discovers that the Marchioness de Villeroi was 

poisoned at Chateau le Blanc. Ellena's two places of confinement in 

The Italian, San Stephano and Spalatro's house, were the scenes of 

terrible murders, and Vivaldi hears the groans of the tortured and wit

nesses the murder of Niccola in the prison of the Inquisition. Gothic 

buildings and ruins, then, do more than just provide atmosphere; they 

provide the settings for terrible events, events "which might well 

daunt the bravest heart."^ 

Mrs. Radcliffe1s romantic settings are suited ideally to the 

sort of novel she wished to—and did--create. She took over the settings „ 

she found in Renaissance drama, Walpole, and Reeve, developing and ex

panding them, and to them adding natural surroundings of great beauty 

and atmospheric suggestiveness. By employing characters of extreme 

sensibilities and plots full of mysterious and thrilling incidents and 

placing them within such an environment, she gained a harmony between 

the various elements of her work and an atmospheric unity seldom before 

achieved to any great degree in prose fiction. This unity of effect 

is Mrs. Radcliffe's greatest achievement. 

49. Varrna, p. 96. 



CHAPTER 6 

THE EXPLAINED SUPERNATURAL 

The supernatural, in various forms, has been used in English 

literature from Beowulf to the present day, but it has particular asso

ciations with the Gothic stories of the late eighteenth and early nine

teenth centuries. Alfred Longueil explains that the medieval settings 

of these stories were secondary to the reading public. The devotees of 

Gothic literature were interested primarily in the use of supernatural 

incident, and consequently the Gothic authors accented this element of 

their tales more and more 

until, under the influence of new styles and themes . . , the 
original medieval tone and setting of the romances was in many 
cases lost. The name "Gothic," however, had in the meanwhile 
stamped itself indelibly upon the type, and continued to be 
used as a catch-word for it, even though the original occasion 
for its use had vanished. The result was the logical one: the 
term "Gothic" itself imperceptibly underwent a change in the 
direction of specialization to meet the new conditions, grad
ually lost all connotation of medieval, and became at last, as 
a literary term, a mere synonym for that grotesque, ghastly, 
and violently superhuman in fiction which had become the out
standing feature in "Gothic" novel writing.^ 

The focus on the supernatural in English Gothic fiction, of course, 

stemmed from Walpole's use of a giant apparition, a moving portrait, 

and a bleeding statue. The Castle of Otranto points toward such later 

1. "The Word 'Gothic' in Eighteenth Century Criticism," MLN, 
38 (1923), 453-460. 
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works as Lewis's The Monk, Dacre's Zofloya, or The Moor, and Maturin's 

Melmoth the Wanderer, horror tales which emphasize the actual super

natural.^ 

The Sources, the Technique, and the Critical Reaction 

Mrs. Radcliffe, unlike Walpole and Clara Reeve, never uses the 

actual supernatural (except in Gaston de Blondeville). Her method is to 

explain in terms of natural causes all of the many apparently supernatural 

incidents that occur in her romances. Although she popularized this tech

nique, it had been employed previously in prose fiction. The Abbe Pre-

vost, for example, often explains a mysterious or apparently supernatural 

phenomenon as something very natural. James R. Foster has pointed out 

that Prevost's use of the surnaturel explique is very close to Mrs. Rad

cliffe1 s technique.3 Tobias Smollett, as previously noted, uses the 

device in Ferdinand Count Fathom; the ghost Ferdinand thinks he sees 

turns out to be the living and breathing Monimia. The explained super

natural also is employed by Schiller in his popular Die Geisterseher 

(1789),^ and, although the novel was not translated into English until 

2. For comments on Walpole's use of the supernatural and its 
influence on later novelists see: K. K. Mehrotra, Horace Walpole 
and the English Novel; A Study of the Influence of "The Castle of 
Otranto" (Oxford, 1934), pp. 95-96, 138-141, 149-152; Edith Birkhead, 
The Tale of Terror (London, 1921), pp. 19, 23-37; and Dorothy Scarborough, 
The Supernatural in Modern English Fiction (New York, 1917), p. 19. 

3. "The Abbe Prevost and the English Novel," PMLA, 42 (1927), 
443-464. 

4. Devendra Varma, The Gothic Flame: Being the History of the 
Gothic Novel in England: Its Origins, Efflorescence, Disintegration, and 
Residuary Influence (London, 1957), p. 123. 
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1794, it is possible that Mrs. Radcliffe knew German well enough to be 

influenced by it.-' However, the most important single influence on 

Mrs. Radcliffe probably was Clara Reeve's Old English Baron. Miss Reeve, 

whose comments on the use of supernatural machinery are quoted in the first 

chapter of this study, sought to avoid the extreme, and sometimes ludi

crous, supernaturalism of Walpole by keeping her supernatural incidents 

on the verge of probability. Although her attempt was not very success

ful, she did make her supernaturalism more subtle and more suggestive than 

had Walpole, and, most importantly, she articulated her objections to 

Walpole and laid a theoretical basis for her own methods. By completely 

explaining away her apparently supernatural incidents, Mrs. Radcliffe 

merely takes Miss Reeve's theory one step further toward the rational, 

although Mrs. Radcliffe's reasons for so doing, as I hope to make clear 

in this chapter, are different from those of her predecessor. 

In addition to those sources mentioned above, the impulse to 

utilize some sort of supernaturalism in her romances may have come to 

Mrs. Radcliffe from the Renaissance drama that influenced her in so many 

other ways. Her use of supernatural suggestion in some respects parallels 

the use of actual ghosts in Elizabethan revenge tragedy.^ In The Italian, 

for example, a scene occurs which closely parallels certain incidents in 

5. L. F. Thompson, "Ann Radcliffe's Knowledge of German," MLR, 
20 (1925), 190-191. 

6. See Peter Penzoldt, The Supernatural in Fiction (New York, 
1965), p. 4. Also see Clara F. Mclntyre, Ann Radcliffe in Relation to 
Her Time, Yale Studies in English, 62 (New Haven, 1920). 
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Hamlet.^ A mysterious monk, who Vivaldi and Bonarmo suspect is a super

human being, warns the two men to stay away from Ellena's residence at 

Altieri. After delivering his warning, the monk disappears in the gloom 

despite Vivaldi's cry, "Speak, I conjure you!" There are both situation

al and verbal parallels here to the scene in Hamlet (1.1.49) in which the 

ghost stalks off as Horatio says, "By heaven I charge thee speak." When 

the ghost reappears, Horatio says, "I'll cross it, though it blast me" 
\ 

(I.i.127), which parallels Bonarmo's statement in The Italian. "He glided 

by me . . . and he was gone before I could cross him." Finally, Hamlet's 

speech, "I'll speak to it though hell itself should gape / And bid me 

hold my peace" (I.ii.245-246) and his decision to pursue the ghost and 

determine its nature are similar to Vivaldi's statement, "I'll tempt the 

worst at once," when he decides to ignore the monk's warning and to 

attempt to pursue this mysterious and elusive being in order to discover 

his identity. Such scenes suggest that perhaps Renaissance drama, as 

well as Otranto, showed Mrs. Radcliffe the great potential of the super

natural for arousing suspense and terror, and it is even more likely 

that Prevost, Smollett, Reeve, and Schiller presented her with a tech

nique, the explained supernatural, suitable for her central purpose of 

demonstrating the effect of fear on a sensitive hero or heroine. 

Just as Mrs. Radcliffe took over plots and settings suggested 

by her predecessors, developing them and shaping them to her own purposes, 

7. The following quotations from The Italian (New York, 1968) 
appear on p. 15. The citations from Hamlet are taken from the New 
Cambridge edition, ed. J. Dover Wilson (London, 1934). 
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so too did she adapt and greatly elaborate upon the technique of the 

explained supernatural. Her use of this technique is controlled care

fully and follows the same general pattern in each of her romances. 

Early in each novel she is careful to present arguments against super

stition, and the skepticism expressed about the supernatural by her 

characters serves a dual purpose: it paves the way for the rational 

explanations of apparently supernatural incidents, and it makes those 

incidents more believable to the reader because they have convinced a 

basically skeptical character of their supernatural validity. 

The secret of Mrs. Radcliffe's success in creating convincing 

supernatural illusions lies in the extensive preparation for them. Her 

method is to develop carefully an appropriate atmosphere through the 

judicious use of sublime scenery, Gothic architecture, and ruins and 

then to introduce a mysterious incident—a ghostly figure that disap

pears, a flickering light, or a hollow moan, for example--which appears 
\ 

to have a supernatural origin. By subjecting her sensitive and highly 

imaginative characters to a terrifying series of actual threats and 

physical dangers, she produces in them a state of terror. In this highly 

emotional state they become susceptible to supernatural suggestion and 

they see dreadful portents in and supernatural agents behind even the 

most trivial events. (Here we see Mrs. Radcliffe drawing heavily upon 

the theory of associationism discussed in Chapter One.) After keeping 

her characters and the reader in suspense for chapters, sometimes vol

umes on end, she explains all of the apparently supernatural occurrences 

in terms of natural causes. 
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Most critics disapprove of this method. Sir Walter Scott, who 

generally applauds Mrs. Radcliffe's work, criticizes her for not "boldly 

avowing the use of supernatural machinery." Even Montague Summers, one 

of Mrs. Radcliffe's most dedicated supporters, calls the explained super

natural a "stupid convention,"^ and he complains that her explanation 

"by natural agency £ofJ the whole marvels /sic7 of her story" is "a 

serious blemish" because "frequently the cause is totally inadequate 

to the effect."''"® Many critics agree with Louis Cazamian that "to 

explain away the supernatural is an unpardonable error" because to do so 

is to make much ado about nothing and entails tricking the reader, who is 

likely to resent being tricked.^ S. M. Ellis perhaps best reflects the 

critical consensus when he says: 

A ghost story jLs a ghost story, and it should be treated seri
ously whether or no the teller believes in. the possibility of 
the materialisation of beings from another plane. To arouse 
feelings of pleasureable awe and fear in the mind of a reader 
by a tale of terror, and then at the end to turn on him and 
cry "April Fool," as it were, is literary false pretenses. 

8. The Lives of the Novelists (London, 1910), p. 232. 

9. The Gothic Quest; A History of the Gothic Novel (New York, 
1964), p. 139. 

10. "A Great Mistress of Romance: Ann Radcliffe (1764-1823)," 
in Essays in Petto (London, 1928), p. 139. 

11. A History of English Literature, trans, by W. D. Maclnnes and 
the author (New York, 1914), p. 227. For similar complaints about Mrs. 
Radcliffe's use of the explained supernatural see: Henry A. Beers, A 
History of English Romanticism in the Eighteenth Century (New York, 1899), 
p. 254; and Richard Church, Growth of the English Novel (London, 1951), 
p. 101. 
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Ellis adds that Mrs. Radcliffe's "erroneous method of treating the super-

12 natural is an indelible blot upon her artistry." Just as a rose is a 

rose is a rose, so too a ghost story is a ghost story is a ghost story, 

as Ellis so perceptively points out; but Mrs. Radcliffe's novels are 

not and do not purport to be ghost stories. They are one type of Gothic 

romance, anticipated in some respects by Prevost, Reeve, and Schiller, 

and their ultimate purpose is to arouse suspense and to show how fear 

overwhelms the main characters. Mrs. Radcliffe achieves this purpose, 

and the explained supernatural is one of the means by which she is able 

to do so. 

Only a few critics have tried to justify Mrs. Radcliffe's use 

of the apparent supernatural. The earlier justifications, like that of 

Andrew Lang, are a bit strained. Lang says that common sense so tyran

nized Mrs. Radcliffe's age "that the poor lady's romances would have been 

excluded from families, if she had not provided normal explanations of 

her groans, moans, voices, lights, and wandering figuresIt is, of 

course, nonsense to locate the age of common sense in a period marked 

not by reason in literature but by the growth of the imaginative; further

more, among the most popular novels of the period were Otranto, The Old 

English Baron, and The Monk, romances which employed the actual super

natural. More recent critics have suggested other reasons for Mrs. 

Radcliffe's technique. Devendra Varma thinks that by adhering to the 

12. "Ann Radcliffe and Her Literary Influence," Contemporary 
Review, 123 (1923), 188-197. 

13. Adventures Among Books (London, 1905), p. 127. 
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practices of Prevost, Smollett, and Reeve, she simply was trying to 

avoid straining human credulity as Walpole had done with his rather gro

tesque supernaturalism.^ Walter Allen and Arthur Cooke feel that she 

anticipated the logical basis of the modern thriller with her rational 

explanations of apparently supernatural events; they suggest that her 

use of such a technique is no more deserving of censure than is the em

ployment of similar methods by such later authors as Sir Arthur Gonan 

Doyle or John Dickson Carr.*^ Robert D. Hume concurs, saying that 

critics have paid "too much attention ... to a convention which we 

should accept as readily as we accept the authorial presence in Tom 

Jones or the symbolic levels of Ulysses."^ Although these latter 

views are all correct, they are all incomplete. They do not take into 

consideration the relationship of the explained supernatural to plot and 

setting, and they fail to come to grips with the device as a successful 

means of indicating to the reader the degree of terror experienced by 

the main characters at a given time. 

The Function of Supernatural Suggestion 

Supernatural suggestion performs several functions in the romances. 

Just as setting the stories in the past in foreign lands serves to remove 

14. Varma, p. 107. 

15. Walter Allen, The English Novel: A Short Critical History 
(New York, 1954), p. 102. Arthur Coo!ce,"Some Side Lights on the Theory 
of the Gothic Romance," MLQ, 12 (1951), 429-436. 

16. "Gothic Versus Romantic: A Revaluation of the Gothic Novel," 
PMLA, 84 (1969), 282-290. 
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them from the everyday experience of the reader, so too does the sugges

tion of supernaturalism function to remove the narrative from the common

place. After all, ghostly moans, unexplained flickering lights, and 

mysterious figures that disappear in the moonlight are not common occur

rences. Moreover, such incidents blend ideally with Mrs. Radcllffe's 

settings to create the atmospheric unity discussed in the previous chap

ter. The decaying castle of Mazzini, the reputedly haunted Abbey of 

St. Clair, the imposing and sublime Udolpho, and the crumbling ruins of 

Paluzzi are settings in which one can well imagine the strangest and 

most terrifying events. 

Most important, placing contemporary heroes and heroines in such 

settings and exposing them to such events serves to terrify them because 

they are wrenched out of the context of their own time, place, and 

experience and placed in a totally foreign context in which they are 

confronted with the obscure and unknown. Their experiences, as Leslie 

Fiedler suggests, resemble those of the dream state, in which the in

dividual is pursued through dark labyrinthine mazes by unknown or dimly 

apprehended beings.^ Not only do apparently supernatural incidents 

add to the terrors of the heroes and heroines, these mysterious events 

also function to objectify the characters' emotional states for the read

er. Emily is terrified by what she thinks is a ghost at the Chateau le 

Blanc; the fact that the figure she saw was a pirate and not a supernatural 

17. Love and Death in the American Novel (New York, 1962), pp. 
107-109, 111-112, 122-123. Suggestive comments along this line also 
are made by Eustace Chesser, Shelley and Zastrozzi: Self-Revelation 
of a Neurotic (London, 1965) . 
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being at all does not in the least lessen the fear she experienced on 

the occasion. Furthermore, her unhesitating interpretation of the fig

ure she saw as a ghost indicates to the reader her emotional state. 

Sensitive, alone in the world, just subjected to a series of tribula

tions that would have terrified and tried the courage of the hardiest of 

heroes, and now investigating a reputedly haunted suite of rooms in 

which a mysterious death has occurred, Emily is in such an overwrought 

emotional state that one can scarcely blame her for her interpretation 

of what she saw. Fear has so possessed her that she is incapable of 

rationally investigating or interpreting mysterious incidents. The fact 

that her interpretations of them tend to have supernatural overtones 

indicates the great impact fear has made on her mind. 

Supernatural suggestion is put to similar uses in all the romances 

after Athlin and Dunbayne, and even in this early work there are indica

tions of Mrs. Radcliffe's later methods of using it. For example, Osbert, 

confined in Dunbayne, threatened with momentary death, and fearing that 

his sister will attempt to free him by yielding her honor to the evil 

Malcolm, begins to suffer from a disordered imagination and to read 

mystery into common events. As he re-enters his room after exploring a 

secret passage that he has discovered, he sees a shadowy figure: "A 

fearful silence ensued; the person whom he thought he had seen, disappeared 

in the darkness of the room; the noise of armour was heard no more; he 

began to think that the figure he had seen and the sound he had heard 

were the phantoms of a sick imagination. . . diction here 

18. The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne (London, 1844), p. 26. 
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suggests Mrs. Radcliffe's later and more highly developed technique: Os-

bert only "thought" he had seen a figure and it "disappeared in the dark

ness." The scene successfully shows the state of mind which Osbert's 

situation has created in him; his "sick imagination," which momentarily 

leads him to interpret what should have been a common sight (the figure 

he sees is that of his guard) as something uncommon and perhaps super

natural, has been produced by the very real fears which are tormenting 

him. 

The early scenes of A Sicilian Romance, in which supernatural 

suggestion is used to create atmosphere and to add to Julia's terrors, 

have been discussed in some detail already, but the apparent super

natural also is employed later in the romance to reflect states of mind 

in Julia, Ferdinand, Hippolitus, and the Marquis de Mazzini. For exam

ple, Ferdinand's father has confined him in one of Mazzini's dungeons 

for attempting to rescue Julia, and 

as he lay ruminating on the past in melancholy dejection, the 
stillness of the place was suddenly interrupted by a low and 
dismal sound. It returned at intervals in hollow sighings, and 
seemed to come from some person in deep distress. So much did 
fear operate upon his mind, that he was uncertain whether it 
arose from within or from without. He looked round his dungeon, 
but could distinguish no object through the impenetrable dark
ness. As he listened in deep amazement, the sound was repeated 
in moans more hollow. Terror now occupied his mind, and dis
turbed his reason; he started from his posture, and, determined 
to be satisfied whether any person beside himself was in the 
dungeon, groped, with arms extended, along the walls. The place 
was empty, but coming to a particular spot, the sound suddenly 
arose more distinctly to his ear. He called aloud, and asked 
who was there; but received no answer. Soon after all was still; 
and after listening for some time without hearing the sounds 
renewed, he laid himself down to sleep. On the following day 
he mentioned to the man who brought him food, what he had heard, 
and enquired concerning the noise. The servant appeared very 
much terrified, but could give no information that might in the 
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least account for the circumstance, till he mentioned the vi
cinity of the dungeon to the southern buildings. The dreadful 
relation formerly given by the marquis /"that the southern por
tion of the castle was haunted by the ghost of a murdered maij7, 
instantly recurred to the mind of Ferdinand, who did not hesi
tate to believe, that the moans he heard came from the restless 
spirit of the murdered della Campo. At this conviction, horror 
thrilled his nerves. . . 

Ferdinand's acceptance of the sounds as supernatural is supported by 

his father's tale concerning the spirit that supposedly haunts Mazzini, 

but his own situation and emotional state have conditioned his response 

to them in such a way that it is likely he would have accepted the noises 

as supernatural even if his father had not lied to him earlier about 

the ghost. He has investigated without result the mysterious incidents 

occurring in the castle, he has seen his best friend wounded and perhaps 

killed, he has witnessed his sister's capture and confinement, and he 

has been imprisoned and threatened with death. These real threats and 

dangers have produced in him an emotional state which causes his terror-

stricken reaction to the sounds and his ready acceptance of the super

natural as an explanation for them. 

The supernatural suggestion of The Romance of the Forest is 

handled with more restraint than it was in A Sicilian Romance and it is 

more successfully employed as a means to explore the effect of fear on a 

sensitive, isolated, and persecuted young woman. Mrs. Radcliffe's suc

cess in using the apparently supernatural here is due to what L. E. 

Keebler calls her "incremental" building of "a potentially supernatural 

atmosphere" through the use of her settings and "the states of mind and 

19. A Sicilian Romance, (Dublin, 1791), I, 222-223. 



reactions of the characters, particularly Adeline."^O La Motte, thor

oughly frightened by the pursuit of his creditors and by his encounter 

with the ruffians in the woods, and Adeline, persecuted by a man she 

thinks is her father and imprisoned and threatened with death by strang

ers, experience the sublime emotions of awe and terror upon first seeing 

the crumbling and deserted Abbey of St. Clair. Both feel "a supersti

tious dread" stealing over them as they approach the ruins: "If spirits 

were ever permitted to re-visit the earth, this seemed the hour and the 

place most suitable for their appearance."21 The supernatural is asso

ciated further with the abbey when Adeline and the La Mottes discover 

"that strange appearances had been observed at the abbey, and uncommon 

noises heard; and though this report had been ridiculed by sensible per

sons, as the idle superstition of ignorance, it had fastened so strongly 

upon the minds of the common people, that, for the last seventeen years, 

22 
none of the peasantry had ventured to approach the spot." Later, the 

interior of the abbey is explored, revealing tortuous passages, crumbling 

towers, concealed traps, hidden doors, and secret rooms, all of which 

increase the fears of the characters and create an atmosphere appropriate 

for mysterious events; Keebler says, "the abbey and its environs are 

readily conducive to apprehension, apprehension which, with slight en

couragement, can quickly lead to the imagining of supernatural phenomena."23 

20. "Ann Radcliffe: A Study in Achievement," Unpublished Disser
tation (University of Wisconsin, 1967), p. 231. 

21. The Romance of the Forest (London, 1823), pp. 28-29. 

22. Forest, p. 48. 

23. Keebler, p. 231. 
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Having thus set the stage, Mrs. Radcliffe next introduces a 

series of incidents designed to further terrify the already frightened 

Adeline. The heroine is almost completely isolated when the La Mottes 

turn against her, Louis returns to his regiment, and Theodore, after 

warning Adeline that danger threatens her, suddenly disappears. The 

Marquis de Montalt begins his incessant seduction attempts. Emotion

ally distraught, Adeline discovers a secret room and a faded manuscript 

which tells of a stranger's confinement in the abbey and a scheme to 

murder him. On three occasions she takes up the manuscript to read it, 

and on each occasion her "strongly impressed" imagination, her "dis

tempered senses," and her "bewildered mind" cause her to conjure up 

phantoms which terrify her. She begins to hear whispered voices and 

faint sighs, which she suspects come from a supernatural agent. One 

night as she muses over the manuscript, 

her fancy, which now wandered in the regions of terror, grad
ually subdued reason. There was a glass before her upon the 
table, and she feared to raise her looks towards it, lest some 
other face than her own should meet her eyes: other dreadful 
ideas and strange images of fantastic thought now crossed her 
mind. 

A hollow sigh seemed to pass near her. "Holy Virgin, pro
tect me1." cried she, and threw a fearful glance round the room; 
"this is surely something more than fancy." Her fears so far 
overcame her that she was several times upon the point of call
ing up part of the family, but unwillingness to disturb them, 
and a dread of ridicule, withheld her. She was also afraid to 
move and almost to breathe. As she listened to the wind that 
murmured at the casement of her lonely chamber, she again 
thought she heard a sigh. Her imagination refused any longer 
the control of reason, and turning her eyes, a figure whose 
exact form she could not distinguish appeared to pass along an 
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obscure part of the chamber; a dreadful chillness came over her, 
and she sat fixed in her chair.^ 

The real dangers to which Adeline has been subjected and the well-founded 

fears she has experienced have conditioned her responses in such a way 

that she reads danger and fear into every new experience that is not 

immediately explicable. One of the manifestations of her psychological 

state is her willingness to attribute to supernatural causes natural 

events. In this case the figure she saw was that of Peter, who had 

come to warn her of Montalt's plot against her honor. The fear she 

experienced upon seeing his movement, conditioned by her situation and 

the dreadful tale of the manuscript, attests to the strength of the terror 

that has seized her and serves to define her psychological state for the 

reader. I have discussed this particular scene and the preparation for 

it in some detail because I believe that it is typical of Mrs. Radcliffe's 

method of treating the supernatural and because it so well illustrates 

the way in which she demonstrates the degree of her heroine's fear. 

Keebler points out that in The Mysteries of Udolpho, "as in pre

ceding novels, the supernatural atmosphere results from vague suggestions 

working upon an apprehensive imagination, but . . . the aura is more 

25 
extended and more intense." As usual it is an isolated and persecuted 

female, thoroughly terrified by a series of actual threats and dangers, 

who offers supernatural explanations for natural incidents. Emily St. 

Aubert, whose highly refined sensibilities so dominate her reactions to 

2^* Forest, pp. 207-208. 

25. Keebler, p. 238. 
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people and events that her father delivers a long warning to her on the 

dangers of overindulging in them, constantly is troubled by "a super

stitious dread," even though she tends to mock this trait in others. 

Very early in the novel, before anything really dreadful has happened to 

her, she accepts without hesitation the peasants' explanation of the 

mysterious music heard in the woods near the Chateau le Blanc: La 

Voison and his friends believe the music is of supernatural origin and 

"often came to houses where there was a dying person."^6 Emily con

tinues to accept this explanation until near the end of the novel, when 

the true source of the music is revealed. After her father's death, 

Emily returns to La Vallee to settle his affairs; her overwrought emo

tional state causes her to misinterpret common events and to see visions. 

One evening she sits in her father's room and 

As she mused she saw the door slowly open, and a rustling 
sound in a remote part of the room startled her. Through the 
dusk she thought she perceived something move. The subject she 
had been considering, and the present tone of her spirits, which 
made her imagination respond to every impression of her senses, 
gave her a sudden terror of something supernatural. She sat for 
a moment motionless, and then, her dissipated reason returning, 
"V7hat should I fear?" said she, "If the spirits of those we love 
ever return to us, it is in kindness 

The silence, which again reigned, made her ashamed of her 
late fears, and she believed, that her imagination had deluded 
her, or that she had heard one of those unaccountable noises, 
which sometimes occur in old houses. The same sound, however, 
returned; and, distinguishing something moving towards her, and 
in the next instant press beside her into the chair, she 
shrieked; but her fleeting senses were instantly recalled, on 
perceiving that it was Manchon /her dog/ "ho sat by her, and 
who now licked her hands affectionately.^ 

26. The Mysteries of Udolpho (New York, 1966), p. 71. 

27. Udolpho, pp. 95-96. 
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Shortly after this, on three occasions, Emily thinks she sees her father's 

face hovering in his room. "The illusion, another instance of the unhappy 

effect which solitude and grief had gradually produced upon her mind, sub

dued her spirits; she rushed forward into the chamber, and sunk almost 

28 
senseless into a chair." 

If solitude and grief over her father's death caused Emily to 

think she V7itnessed supernatural phenomena in the pleasing surroundings 

of La Vallee, it is no wonder that she continues to have such experiences 

after she is forced to go into Italy with her aunt and Montoni, who re

peatedly threatens her with actual physical harm if she does not marry 

Count Morano. After one of these stormy scenes in Venice in which she 

braves Montoni's wrath by rejecting the count's suit, she returns to her 

room, where "her mind, long harassed by distress, now yielded to imaginary 

terrors; she trembled to look into the obscurity of her spacious chamber, 

and feared she knew not what; a state of mind, which continued so long, 

that she would have called up Annette, her aunt's woman, had her fears 

29 
permitted her to rise from her chair and to cross the apartment." 

Emily's distresses are increased when she is forced to go to the Gothic 

castle of Udolpho, set amidst the sublime splendors of the Apennines; 

here she is isolated completely after her aunt dies under mysterious 

circumstances and she is subjected to further threats from Montoni, who 

now wishes her to sign over her inherited estates to him. Thus, alone 

in a setting conducive to the wildest imaginings, persecuted by Montoni, 

28. Udolpho, p. 103. 

29, Udolpho, p. 221. 
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pursued by Morano, and surrounded by desperate looking ruffians, one of 

whom tries to rape her, Emily, whose sensitive spirit is so oppressed 

that she once lapses into temporary insanity, sees even more visions and 

tends to interpret every unusual event in terms of the supernatural. For 

example, her immediate reaction to the mysterious music she hears in the 

Of) 
castle is to say, "Those were surely no mortal sounds;" After seeing 

a stranger, who later turns out to be Du Pont, the author of the music 

she heard, she has no doubt "that she had witnessed a supernatural 

31 
appearance." Later, when Montoni tries to get Emily to sign her 

property over to him, a terrible voice (eventually discovered to be 

Du Pont's) resounds through the room and Emily "found that she could 

not support herself; awe and terror overcame her" and she yields to 

32 
the "terrors of superstition." It is significant that Montoni, 

always unafraid and in command of the situation, reacts in an entirely 

different way to this strange event, saying that he will discover who 

is practicing such "fool's tricks." Supernatural interpretation is 

reserved for the frightened. 

After Emily escapes from Udolpho and begins to regain her peace 

of mind, supernatural suggestion plays a less prominent role in the novel. 

However, two mysteries with supernatural overtones are introduced at the 

Chateau Le Blanc: one mystery surrounds the strange music Emily had 

heard at the time of her father's death and which is now repeated, music 

30. Udolpho, p. 340. 

31. Udolpho, p. 356. 

32. Udolpho, p. 395. 
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which affects Emily "with superstitious awe," and the other concerns the 

reputedly haunted chambers of the chateau and Ludovico's disappearance 

from them. When Emily recovers fully from her adventures and finally 

regains her emotional stability, she no longer is troubled by illusions 

and supernatural fancies. The novel closes in the peaceful setting of 

La Vallee where Emily can "not forbear smiling" at the deceptions "which 

had given her so much superstitious terror. . . ."^ 

Supernatural suggestion in The Italian, L. E. Keebler says, "is 

marked by restraint and concentration, and in contrast to earlier novels, 

involves the hero rather than the heroineEllena is more stable 

emotionally than her predecessors and, although subjected to a series 

of terrifying dangers, including two threats on her life, she sees no 

visions, nor is she prone to interpret events in terms of the super

natural. All of the supernatural suggestion in the romance stems from 

Vivaldi's encounters with the mysterious monk, first at the ruins of 

Paluzzi and later in the prison of the Inquisition. Vivaldi is dis

tressed over his parents' objections to his courtship of Ellena and 

frightened by the monk's warnings for him to stay away from Ellena1s 

residence at Altieri. When his attempts to catch Niccola, the monk, 

are baffled, he begins to refer to him as a "vision," finally conclud-

35 
ing that "this form can be nothing human." Later, Vivaldi is sub

jected to even greater fears and still more dangers: during his abortive 

33. Udolpho, p. 635. 

34. Keebler, p. 247. 

35. Italian, p. 75. 
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attempt to marry Ellena, he is wounded and, as he watches ruffians drag 

her away, is carried off himself and finally is thrown into prison for 

reasons he cannot fathom. In the prison he is subjected to threats by 

the awe-inspiring inquisitors, sees terrible instruments of torture, and 

hears the groans of other prisoners. Under these circumstances it is 

no wonder that he attributes Niccola's presence in his locked cell to a 

supernatural agency; his belief that the monk is a superhuman being is 

reinforced when he hears Niccola's voice whisper to him during one of 

his interrogations, only to find when his blindfold is removed that the 

monk is nowhere to be seen. Vivaldi's psychological state, produced by 

his fears for both his and Ellena's safety, is reflected in his accep

tance of the mysterious as supernatural in origin. Schedoni, whose 

agent Niccola was during the Paluzzi scenes, remarks that Vivaldi's 

sensibilities are such that he knew all along that the young hero would 

be prone to misinterpret unusual events and thus terrify himself. 

The supernaturalism of The Italian, while suggesting Vivaldi's 

mental state, primarily functions to intensify the atmosphere of the 

novel. The early scenes at Paluzzi set a tone of mystery and danger 

that continues to dominate the story, and the prison scenes, despite 

some critical complaints that they are too extensive, are sustained 

pictures of suspense and terror, greatly enhanced by Vivaldi's reaction 

to Niccola. The very real threats and dangers which plague Ellena and 

Vivaldi take on a highly suggestive aura from the novel's well-developed 

atmosphere that renders them even more frightening to the characters. 
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This sustained atmosphere helps give The Italian a greater unity of 

effect than that achieved in any of the earlier romances. 

Mrs. Radcliffe's heroes and heroines, as we have seen, are ideal 

subjects for supernatural suggestion. Osbert, Ferdinand, and Vivaldi 

are figures of sensibility whose frightening adventures create in them 

such a distraught emotional state that they see phantoms where none 

exist. The same is true of the heroines, whose sensibilities were ex

plored in detail in Chapter Three. They are even more sensitive than 

the heroes, and their isolation makes them highly susceptible to super

natural suggestion. Less emotional and imaginative characters would not 

be as likely to conjure up apparitions from their own minds. The coldly 

rational villains, for example, never attribute supernatural causes to 

inexplicable phenomena. When Montoni hears the mysterious voice that 

frightens Emily, he immediately attributes it to someone playing a 

trick on him. Although Ellena is terrified of the fleeting figure she 

sees in the ruins of the Barone di Cambrusca's house, Schedoni fearless

ly pursues and shoots it. (The figure, of course, turns out to be that 

of Spalatro.) 

Mrs. Radcliffe's plots also are suited ideally to the apparent 

supernatural. They are filled with incidents both threatening and 

mysterious; the former are designed to frighten the characters and to 

produce in them a state of mind which causes them to interpret the latter 

in terms of the supernatural. The settings of the romances, as noted in 

Chapter Five, lend themselves to such incidents. Because of the obscurity 
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of Mrs. Radcliffe's sublime settings, the true nature of many of the 

figures who flit through her halls and ruins and the real sources of 

the flickering lights and strange noises which abound are unknown. In 

order to explain the vaguely apprehended and the unknown, the characters 

invoke the supernatural. All of these elements blend together so well 

in the romances that an impressive unity of effect, seldom if ever 

attained previously in prose fiction, is achieved. 

Although Mrs. Radcliffe's apparent supernaturalism combines with 

her characters, plots, and settings to create that unified atmosphere 

"of evil and brooding terror" which R. D. Hume sees as the defining 

characteristic of the Gothic novel, its most important functions are 

those of arousing suspense, frightening the heroes and heroines, and 

objectifying for the reader the emotional states of the characters. 

Suspense is aroused as the characters and reader apprehensively await 

the solution to apparently supernatural mysteries. The heroes and hero

ines, terrified by mysterious events, add to their own fears by assigning 

supernatural causes to immediately inexplicable phenomena. By explaining 

away the apparently supernatural, Mrs. Radcliffe demonstrates that the 

phantoms her characters see are phantoms of their own imaginations, 

phantoms, says E. F. Pound, produced by "abnormal states of mind,usually 

/fthe result of7 excessive emotion. . . ." By always condemning a belief 

in the supernatural as foolish superstition, Mrs. Radcliffe makes it 

36. Hume, p. 286. 
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clear that "the characters themselves are ghost-makers. . . . In 

Mrs. Radcliffe's hands, then, the explained supernatural is far from "a 

stupid convention" or "an unpardonable error"; rather, it is a conscious

ly contrived device ideally suited to the novel of suspense and terror, 

a device which enables the author to demonstrate to the reader the degree 

of fear her characters experience at a given moment. 

It is ironic, of course, that Mrs. Radcliffe should demonstrate 

through the use of the explained supernatural the pitfalls of excessive 

sensibility and, at the same time, that she should write romances de

signed to arouse in her readers the very emotions which she condemns in 

her characters. In Udolpho, for example, St. Aubert warns Emily fre

quently and at length of the dangers inherent in the unbridled indul

gence of emotion, and as the novel progresses, it becomes increasingly 

clearer that Emily's failure to follow her father's advice causes her 

great mental anguish and contributes to the terror she so frequently 

experiences. Despite this blatant moralizing, the novel obviously is 

designed to appeal to the emotions and to raise them to a level at which, 

according to St. Aubert, they become debilitating to the individual. 

In other words, Mrs. Radcliffe simultaneously encourages her readers to 

indulge their emotions and lectures them on the dangers of so doing. 

I am not suggesting that Mrs. Radcliffe consciously employs 

this irony. It appears to me that her work reflects a paradox of the 

37. Edward Fox Pound, "The Influence of Burke and the Psycho
logical Critics on the Novels of Ann Radcliffe," Unpublished Disserta
tion (University of Washington, 1963), p. 69. 
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Romantic Movement, a paradox that comes about through the conflict be

tween the belief in the positive moral value of emotional indulgence 

(discussed in Chapter I) and an awareness that emotionalism must be 

directed into proper channels. This paradox is reflected in both the 

sentimental drama and the novel of sensibility in the eighteenth cen

tury. In the Man of Feeling, for example, Mackenzie demands that the 

emotions be restrained and directed toward benevolent ends while at the 

same time he presents us with perhaps the most emotional hero in prose 

fiction. In addition, Wordsworth's "powerful feelings recollected in 

tranquillity" demonstrates a belief both in the positive nature of feel

ing and in the necessity of placing at least some artistic control on 

the emotions. Mrs. Radcliffe's romances, reflecting this same dualistic 

view, extol sensibility while, chiefly through the use of the explained 

supernatural, they warn against its excesses. 

Mrs. Radcliffe and the Psychology of Fear 

Mrs. Radcliffe's use of the explained supernatural to demon

strate to her reader the psychological state of her characters forces 

one to consider her as a link in the development of the psychological 

novel. However, the focus of this study on her techniques of arousing 

and maintaining suspense and terror precludes any detailed investigation 

of this subject, although a few remarks here seem in order since it is 

her exploration of fear through the apparent supernatural which suggests 

that such an investigation might be a fruitful one. 
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Although a few critics suggest Mrs. Radcliffe's relationship to 

the psychological novel, only Leslie Fiedler attempts to present any 

evidence to support such a claim, and his comments are limited by both 

OO 
their Freudian bias and their frequent factual inaccuracies. J. M. S. 

Tompkins also recognizes Mrs. Radcliffe's contributions to the psycho

logical novel, pointing out that Mrs. Radcliffe 

is the poet of apprehension. Iler theme is not the dreadful 
happening--very often nothing dreadful happens—but the inter
val during which the menace takes shape and the mind of the 
victim is reluctantly shaken by its impendence. Sources of 
and parallels to her devices can be found in the Elizabethan 
drama, but the drama has no room for the slow subjection of 
the mind to terror. For that we must wait for the psycholog
ical novel, towards the development of which Mrs. Radcliffe 
made a contribution in her analysis of fear.39 

According to Robert D. Hume, the later Gothic novel "becomes one kind 

of treatment of the psychological problem of evil," and Mrs. Radcliffe, 

with her emphasis on the villain and her probing of the emotion of fear, 

is a link between the sort of psychology that appears in Clarissa and 

38. Fiedler, pp. 29-148. Fiedler makes a series of erroneous 
generalizations about Mrs. Radcliffe's novels on pp. 107-109. For ex
ample, he associates the lust of Lovelace with all her villains, when, 
as I have shown, lust characterizes only the minor figures of Malcolm 
and Saintmorin in Athlin and Dunbayne and Montalt in The Romance of the 
Forest; her major villains are not marred by the trait. Fiedler even 
gets the plot of Clarissa wrong, asserting that Lovelace is killed by 
his best friend, Belford (p. 30), when he actually is killed in a duel 
by Clarissa's cousin, Colonel Morden. There are many more such inac
curacies . 

39. The Popular Novel in England: 1770-1800 (Lincoln, Nebraska, 
1961), p. 253. Also see: Varma, p. 107; Lionel Stevenson, The English 
Novel: A Panorama (Boston, 1960), p. 165; and S. Diana Neill, A Short 
History of the English Novel (New York, 1964), p. 111. 
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with the complex emotions of the heroine and the latter two reflect the 

ambiguities of the psychological problem of good and evil. Mrs. Rad-

cliffe's work differs from these others in that she limits herself to 

the study of one abnormal state of mind and gears all aspects of her art 

to the exploration of it. While her psychology is not as subtle or pro

found as that of Richardson or Maturin, her concentration on a single 

emotion is an attempt to achieve a kind of psychological depth in that 

one emotion, a depth otherwise lacking in the novel, with the possible 

exception of Caleb Williams, until well into the nineteenth century. 

Although Mrs. Radcliffe's concern with the psychology of fear 

may have been influential on later writers and certainly is more impor

tant historically than scholars have thus far recognized, one must 

admit that her attempts to explore the impact of fear on an individual 

are only partly successful because of her limitations in characteriza

tion. Her flat characters exist primarily to transmit emotion and at

mosphere to the reader and therefore lack the full development needed 

for a really successful exploration of a psychological state. Mrs. 

Radcliffe has two main goals in her novels: she seeks to titillate the 

emotions of the reader through the use of stereotyped figures of sensi

bility and she attempts to delve into the psyche of her major characters 

the latter attempt is partly vitiated by the first, since by definition 

a flat character has no developed and complex psyche to probe. On the 

40. Hume, pp. 283-287. 
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other hand, the main characters are just real enough (and were contem

porary enough in Mrs. Radcliffe's day) to hold the reader's interest 

and to give at least a rudimentary validity to the study of fear. 

Even though Mrs. Radcliffe's step in the direction of a fully 

developed psychological novel was a tentative and only partly success

ful one, it does provide an hitherto unexplored link in the evolution 

of a very important type of modern prose fiction, and for this reason 

deserves further investigation. 

) 



CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

This study has led to two important conclusions about Mrs. 

Radcliffe's work, both of which generally have been neglected by modern 

scholarship. First, a close analysis of her use of characterization, 

plot and incident, setting, and the explained supernatural show Mrs. 

Radcliffe to be a more careful and consistent artist than she usually 

is given credit for being, an artist whose best work achieves a unity 

of effect greatly superior to that achieved by most of her predecessors 

and contemporaries, one suited ideally to the novel of suspense and 

terror. Second, her use of the explained supernatural, far from being 

the defect it generally is considered to be, is a consciously developed 

and skillfully employed device central to her exploration of fear. More

over, her use of the apparent supernatural links her with the development 

of the psychological novel. The neglect of these aspects of her work has 

led most scholars to misinterpret the romances, to underestimate Mrs. 

Radcliffe's considerable skills as an author, and to omit her from dis

cussions of the development of the psychological novel. 

Although Mrs. Radcliffe's characters tend to be stereotyped 

figures, they function well enough to convey to the reader those emotions 

he is supposed to share vicariously. Her heroines are models of sensi

tivity and sentimentality drawn from the novels of sensibility. As such 

226 



227 

they are perfect subjects for suspense and terror, reacting emotionally 

to their sublime surroundings and deeply feeling in every exposed nerve 

end each threat posed by the villains. Their lack of individualization 

does not detract seriously from their functioning to titillate the sen

sibilities of the reader since Mrs. Radcliffe focuses the reader's 

attention on what happens rather than on the person to whom it happens. 

The heroes, flat characters, also perform two functions: in Mrs. Rad

cliffe 's first and last romances they are held in suspense and experience 

the fears reserved for the heroines in the other novels and, in the mid

dle three romances, they add to the suspense and terrors of the heroines 

by their frequent absences and the wounds they receive in defense of 

their ladies. The minor characters also enhance suspense by retarding 

the action. The most imposing figures in the romances are the villains, 

powerful noblemen whose potential for evil seems almost unlimited. 

These characters, drawn from the Machiavellian villain-heroes of Renais

sance drama and influenced along the way by Richardson's Lovelace, are 

the major sources of suspense and terror in Mrs. Radcliffe's novels. 

With the exception of Athlin and Dunbayne, Mrs. Radcliffe's 

plots evolve from the actions of the villain in persecuting the heroine. 

The central situation of her romances is one in which the villain seeks 

to force the heroine into an undesirable marriage, tries to prevent her 

from engaging in a desirable one, attempts to seduce her, or endeavors 

to obtain her estates; in order to gain his ends, he threatens her, 

imprisons her, and sometimes tries to have her murdered. She, in turn, 
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flies from him, is caught and confined, escapes, is pursued again, and 

so on until she has endured enough hardship to merit the hand of the 

hero in wedlock. The persecution and extended flight of the innocent 

maiden, a conception of plot derived from Richardson, offers great 

possibilities for suspense and terror, opportunities which Mrs. Rad-

cliffe capitalizes on with a series of suspenseful and terrifying 

incidents, some of which are extraneous to the whole but all of which 

are carefully designed to evoke terror in the heroine. 

Mrs. Radcliffe skillfully adapts her settings to complement the 

types of characters she employs and the kind of plot she uses. Strongly 

influenced by the Burkean conception of the sublime, Mrs. Radcliffe 

utilizes natural scenery and Gothic architecture to evoke emotions of 

awe and terror in her heroines. These emotions, in turn, condition the 

heroines' responses to the situations in which they find themselves. 

Adeline's emotions upon seeing St. Clair for the first time and Emily's 

response to the Apennines and Udolpho, for example, create in them an 

emotional state which colors their interpretations of later events. 

The awe and terror which they experience in the presence of certain 

natural scenes and Gothic buildings are transferred to the events which 

transpire within these settings. The settings of the romances also 

harmonize with the characters in another way. Often certain characters 

seem to be an extension of their surroundings. Just as Madame Cheron's 

vulgarity is reflected in her residence and St. Aubert's good taste in 

his, Montoni appears to be an extension of the gloomy and mysterious 

Castle of Udolpho and the forbidding mountains and forests that surround 
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it. Likewise Niccola blends into his surroundings, the ruins of Paluzzi 

and the Inquisition prison, and the emaciated Spalatro seems a part of 

his empty and decaying house and the barren seashore on which it stands. 

In addition, the rugged mountains, gloomy forests, and crumbling build

ings, which dominate the romances, are ideal backdrops for the action 

which takes place. The vast and partially deserted Castle of Mazzini, 

the crumbling and desolate Abbey of St. Clair, or the imposing and partly 

ruined Castle of Udolpho are settings in which one can well imagine the 

occurrence of strange and terrible events. 

Character, plot, and setting, then, work together in Mrs. Rad-

cliffe's novels to evoke and maintain suspense and terror. The resul

tant unity of effect demonstrates that the author is a careful artist, 

well able to control and manipulate all the elements of her work in 

order to achieve her desired ends. Those ends, however, do not consist 

only of playing on her reader's emotions by creating an atmospheric 

harmony and developing and maintaining suspense and terror. Another aim 

of Mrs. Radcliffe's romances is to study the impact of fear on the mind 

of an individual, usually the heroine. 

Her method consists of placing a sensitive and imaginative young 

woman in sublime surroundings and gradually subjecting her to a pro

tracted series of threats and dangers. Alone, helpless, and made highly 

emotional by her exposure to awe-inspiring and terrifying aspects of 

nature and Gothic architecture and by her fears for her own safety, the 

heroine gradually becomes so frightened that her reason is overpowered. 

She begins to act and react irrationally, reading into common events 
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great dangers to herself and interpreting mysterious incidents in terms 

of the supernatural. By always condemning a belief in the supernatural 

as foolish superstition and by eventually explaining away all of the 

apparently supernatural occurrences, Mrs. Radcliffe successfully demon

strates the level of irrationality to which the heroine has been reduced 

by her fears. 

That fear and not just a propensity towards being superstitious 

produces the supernatural illusions of the heroine is clear if one keeps 

in mind the typical pattern of the Radcliffean novel, a pattern best 

exemplified in The Mysteries of Udolpho. In Udolpho Emily is first 

shown in scenes of idyllic joy and beauty; in these early scenes she con

demns superstition and when confronted with a mystery, such as that which 

surrounds the unknown author of the poem and the music in the summer 

house, she offers some rational conjectures on it. Later, however, she 

is reduced to a highly emotional state by her father's death and while 

emotionally distraught sees visions and is frightened by her dog's move

ments in a darkened room, at first attributing them to a supernatural 

source. Still later she is so terrified by Montoni's actions that she 

fears for her life, and her emotional state is heightened by the sublime 

setting of the Castle of Udolpho. She cries and faints on almost any 

occasion, at one point lapses into temporary insanity (failing even to 

recognize Montoni), and, most important, offers a supernatural explana

tion for every event that she does not understand immediately. After 

Emily escapes from Udolpho and her fears for her safety are ended, she 

no longer sees a ghost behind every moving curtain. Her only experience 
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with the apparent supernatural occurs at Chateau le Blanc just after she 

has been upset by the tale of the mysterious death of the Marchioness 

and when she is worried about Valancourt's loss of reputation. When the 

mystery of the Marchioness1 death is resolved and Valancourt's reputation 

is saved, all of Emily's worries and fears end, and so does the supernat-

uralism of the novel. Udolpho ends like a pastoral romance, and Emily, 

having regained her emotional stability amidst the idyllic joys of La 

Vallee, can laugh at her former credulity and at the superstitious dread 

she previously experienced. In all of the romances the supernatural 

suggestion disappears as soon as the fears of the heroine and hero end. 

Since there are no real ghosts in Mrs. Radcliffe's tales, only phantoms 

of the imagination, and since even these fearful fantasies disappear as 

soon as the characters attain a state of emotional stability, it is ob

vious that the explained supernatural is a means of demonstrating the 

impact of fear on the individual. 

Most critics would have it that the explained supernatural is 

an indication of Mrs. Radcliffe's artistic inadequacy. I have tried to 

demonstrate that such is not the case, that the author's surnaturel 

explique is a deliberately contrived and successfully employed device 

designed both to arouse terror and to objectify it for the reader. 

The presence of another objective source of terror in addition to the 

villain, the use of a real ghost, for example, would have weakened 

Mrs. Radcliffe's study of the irrational state that fear induces in 

her characters. After all, it is perfectly reasonable, as the author 

shows in her posthumous Gaston de Blondeville, to be frightened by an 
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actual supernatural agent, but to see such a being when he does not 

exist is a psychologically more complex condition indicative of an 

unbalanced mental state, a state produced in Mrs. Radcliffe's characters 

by their excessive terror. 

Unfortunately, even though the use of the explained supernatural 

is a successful artistic device, Mrs. Radcliffe's study of fear is weak

ened considerably by her use of flat characters. The apparent supernat-

uralism of the novels indicates to the reader the degree of terror 

being experienced by the characters, but a more profound exploration of 

fear is impossible because the author uses stereotyped figures of sensi

bility to transmit emotion and atmosphere. However, the attempt to 

focus on one psychological state, even if the attempt is only partly 

successful, is something unique in eighteenth-century prose fiction 

and suggests that Mrs. Radcliffe is a more important figure in the 

evolution of the modern psychological novel than she has been credited 

with being. 

In addition, despite her obvious limitations as a novelist, it 

seems to me that Mrs. Radcliffe possesses artistic skills which have 

been vastly underrated by scholars. Her ability to invent vivid and 

thrilling episodes makes most of her novels readable even today. Her 

skill in manipulating incident, setting, and atmosphere to achieve a 

unity of effect demonstrates a high level of conscious artistry. Her 

use of the explained supernatural indicates an often overlooked tech

nical sophistication. These abilities, of course, do not balance her 



artistic defects enough to place Mrs. Radcliffe in the front ranks 

of English novelists, but they do indicate that she deserves a some 

what higher ranking than that thus far granted her. She is, indeed 

as Sir Walter Scott aptly stated, "the first poetess of romantic 

fiction." 
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