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Introduction

Toward a History of Gothic and Modernism: Dark Modernity
from Bram Stoker to Samuel Beckett

John Paul Riquelme *

The Gothic Imaginary and Literary Modernism

The  G othic  imag inary in its  dive rs e  lite rary e mbodime nts  has  come  to  be  unde rs tood as  a dis cours e  that
bring s  to  the  fore  the  dark s ide  of mode rnity (Botting  2). As  narrative , it is  the  black s he e p of the  Ang lo-
Ame rican nove l, which has  g e ne rally be e n take n to  conce rn marriag e  and the  conte xts  that make  marriag e
pos s ible .  Althoug h G othic  narrative s  re g ularly focus  on marriag e  or on s ocial and s e xual re lations  be twe e n
the  s e xe s , o e n thos e  re lations  are  thre ate ne d or abrog ate d, as  in Horace  Walpole 's  The Castle of Otranto: A
Gothic Story (176 5) and Mary S he lle y's  Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus (1818; re vis e d 1831). G othic
s e xuality may als o take  a biz arre  form, as  in Bram S toke r's  Dracula (189 7), a form that rais e s  anthropolog ical
is s ue s  in arre s ting  ways . S ome  of thos e  is s ue s  we re  alre ady pre s e nt le s s  ins is te ntly in the  e arlie s t G othic
narrative s , be caus e  the  thre at to  marriag e , family, and home  amounts  to  [End P a g e  5 8 5 ] a thre at to  the
s tability and the  future  of culture . That dark thre at come s  from ins ide .

The  his torical orig ins  of G othic  writing  in the  e ig hte e nth ce ntury are  s imultane ous ly political and ae s the tic.
Ris ing  along  with the  Eng lis h nove l during  the  s ame  de cade s  that are  the  pre lude  to  Romanticis m, the
G othic  in its  narrative  form e ng ag e s  is s ue s  of be auty, the  characte r of the  s ublime  and the  g rote s que , the
political dynamics  of Britis h culture  (e s pe cially with re g ard to  the  kind of s ocial chang e  that come s  to  be
re pre s e nte d by the  Fre nch Re volution), the  quality of be ing  Eng lis h (including  the  holding  of anti-Catholic
re lig ious  attitude s ), the  s tructure  of the  e conomy (e s pe cially conce rning  prope rty in a marke t e conomy and
g i -e xchang e ), and the  place  of wome n in hie rarchie s  of powe r. S tylis tically, the  G othic  has  always  be e n
e xce s s ive  in its  re s pons e s  to  conve ntions  that fos te r the  orde r and clarity of re alis tic  re pre s e ntations ,
conve ntions  that e mbody a cultural ins is te nce  on containme nt. The  e s s e ntially anti-re alis tic  characte r of
G othic  writing  from the  be g inning  cre ate s  in advance  a compatibility with mode rnis t writing . That
compatibility be g ins  to  take  a vis ible , me rg e d form in the  189 0 s  in Britain. In the  de ve lopme nt of the  G othic
a e r the  Fre nch Re volution, the  characte ris tics  and is s ue s  appare nt in G othic  writing  of the  e ig hte e nth
ce ntury carry forward into the  nine te e nth and twe ntie th ce nturie s , but the y are  s ig nificantly trans forme d,
inte ns ifie d, and dis s e minate d by inte ractions  with national lite rature s  and political e ve nts  outs ide  Eng land.
Eve ntually the y are  a e cte d by the  his torical de ve lopme nt of mode rnity in wide r than national are nas ,
including  colonial and pos tcolonial s ituations .

The  influe nce  of Edg ar Allan Poe , for e xample , on Britis h and Iris h write rs , including  Os car Wilde , is  o e n
me diate d by his  re ce ption among  the  Fre nch, who re ad him in Charle s  Baude laire 's  trans lation. The
anthropolog ical pe rs pe ctive s  that Poe 's  Ame rican s torie s  s ome time s  e voke , which e me rg e  from a s ocial
s ituation involving  s lave ry, re s onate  for Iris h write rs  and for othe rs  facing  racial, e thnic, c las s , and g e nde r
pre judice  in colonial and pos tcolonial conte xts . Poe  als o a e cts  S amue l Be cke tt throug h Baude laire  in
Be cke tt's  conce rn in his  late  pros e , e s pe cially Ill Seen Ill Said (19 81), with mal, or e vil, which de rive s  in part
from Baude laire 's  Les fleurs du mal (1857). Be caus e  Be cke tt's  pos tmode rn s e ns e  of ill include s  an
e xce s s ive ly minimal, appare ntly ine pt way of writing , his  re s pons e  to  his torical e vil in pos t-Enlig hte nme nt,
Europe an culture  a e r World War II and [End P a g e  5 8 6 ] the  Holocaus t combine s  with an ae s the tics  that
challe ng e s  e xpe ctations  conce rning  be auty, narrative  s tructure , and re alis m. For Be cke tt, s e e ing , that is ,
re cog niz ing , the  ill around and within us  re quire s  and e nable s  a mode  of s aying , or writing , that re fle cts  the
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illne s s  rathe r than pre te nding  to  be  s ane , undis turbe d, and undis turbing . As  doe s  Wilde  in The Picture of
Dorian Gray, Be cke tt invite s  us  to  re cog niz e  our own face s  in his  portrayal of ill. This  is  the  kind of re cog nition
that G othic  writing  has  fre que ntly o e re d. Early in its  his tory...
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