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lllTRODUCTION 

The novels of linn Radcliffe which were published in her lifetime 

appeared between 1789 and 1797, after the four great eighteenth century 

novelists, Richardson, Fielding, Smollett, and Sterne, and before the 

nineteenth century Scott an(l Jane Austen. She falls into the interim 

period, between Augustans and Romantics, and in her work shows leanings 

towards both periods. Her novels are best kn~{n for being Gothic, and 

she is perhaps the best example in l.'nglish literature of the strange 

flowering, in this interval between great writers, of the Gothic Novel, 

a genre which enjoyed in its brief, bright life an enormous popularity 

with its readers. l'he Gothic features which are typical of Mrs Radcliffe's 

work are, generally speaking, refined and subtle in comparison with those 

of her imitators, of whom there were many. She affords a good example 

of a writer 8.eveloping a ,distinctive technique, and this is the basic 

theme of this thesis', Her first immature - she was twenty-·five - novel 

has the elements which appear, in more highly developed forms, in her 

later vrorks. Her most typical techniques appear at their best in 

The 1fysteries ?f Uc!olpho, but they are also at their most formidably 

prolific. She seems to have realised this, for in The I!alia.E. she takes 

a different approach and corrects, to some extent, the over-emphases, and 

makes up for some of the cteficiencies. 
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Gaston de ~~~~ville was published posthumously in 1826: she 

apparently never intended to publish it herself. It is a historical 

romance, and a rather unsuccessful experiment which is so far removed 

from her previous v.fOrk in its theme and style that it is not usually 

considered with her other novels, which form satisfyingly consistent 

patterns. 

Li ttle is known of l;;rs Radcliffe I slife, for she Shtllmed any 

sort of publicity, even though she mus t have been, for a while, one of 

the most widely known women in England. She was born in London in 

1764, and at the age of twenty~three married William Radcliffe, an 

Oxford graduate and journalist. She apparently took to ,Hi ting in 

order to fill in evenings at home while her husband was working; there 

may have been anticipation of financial reward, but it is illl1ikely that 

she needed it. Her secluded life at home was interrupted only by one 

of her chief pleasures, travelling, though she never travelled far. A 

trip through Holland and Western Germany was the most extensive; other~ 

wise she and husband travelled in Britain, she writing in notebooks and 

her husband reading them for amusement. She died in 1823, and perhaps 

the rumour that she died insane as a result of excessive use of her 

imagination was the reaction of a frustrated public, tillable to penetrate 

the seclusion which she desired and maintained so successfully that a 

biography can contain little more than a few facts. Even a knowledge 

of these few bare facts makes more striking the contrast between the 

gentle, quiet, horne-loving vroman, and the scenes anet situations which 

she described. 
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Mrs Radcliffe has not been the subject of a major close critical 

examination, apart from chapters devoted to her in books on the Gothic 

Novel or writers of the period. Most of the conclusions drawn and 

analyses made in this thesis are therefore "based on evidence found in 

the novels themselves. 

:My thanks are due to Professor Shrive for his most co-operative 

advice and assistance. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

In all her novels eJCcept the last, Gaston' de Blandville, which 

she left ~~published, Mrs Radcliffe makes an extensive use of natural 

description as background to the movements and emotions of her characters. 

Her first novel, The Castles of Athlin and Dun?~~~e, is set in the 

Scottish highlands, but at this stage she is more concerned with just 

narrating events; than with setting the mood, and she was criticised for 

her evident lack of knowlea.ge of the highlimds 0 Nevertheless, there 

are passages which show that even in this first work she was developing 

the conception of landscape which was to dominate her later novels. In 

A Sicilia,!?- Romance, more use is made of the setting, and more still in 

The Romance of the Forest. By the time of The Mysteries_of UdolPEo 

and The Itali~, the technique has become strongly characteristic, and 

the pasaages of landscape description become so frequent and elaborate 

that to the modern reader they become repetitive. The only serious 

cri ticism of The Mysteries of PiLo.lpho made by contemporary reviewers 

was that local descriptions became tedious and prolix. The heroines 

all travel: Julia travels through the wilds of Sicily; Adeline travels 

from the Fontanville Forest to the Savoy Alps, to Nice and Languedoc, 

and back to the Savoy; :Emily travels in the Pyrenees and the south of 

France, crosses the .Alps to Venice, and then travels through the 



Appenines to Udolpho, whence she returns to Languedoo. Ellena goes 

from Naples into the Appenines and back. The travelling gives great 

soope to Mrs Radoliffe's desoriptive pen, for each place visited is 

desoribed in a detailed and distinctive manner. 

In describing her landscapes, Mrs Radcliffe uses variou~ teoh-
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niques and achieves oertain consistent effects. Sometimes the techniques 

have a direct bearing on the effects aohieved, but frequently a description 

seems to have little to do with either plot or character, and is prob­

ably present only for its colour, to remind English readers that they 

are in_France or Italy - even though the gardens in Vivaldi's villa, and 

those of the I.1arquis de Montal t, are laid out like an English garden. A -

glance at Mrs Radcliffe's journals shows, too, that she delightecl in 

describing landscapes for their own sake, and this plec'lsure is probably 

responsible for the descriptions which are repetitive and superfluous. 

Her landscapes fall into several classes, eaoh olass being desoribed by 

a variety of teohniques, used oonsistently, so that it is possible to 

olassify the approaches she takes to a scene. There are landscapes 

intend.ed to inspire awe or horror, while others may inspire pleasant 

reoolleotions- and associatio!1s. A lana.s cape may be dark or light, and 

its effect will vary accordingly. Mrs Radcliffe shows a marked fondness 

for soenes of threatening darkness or obsourity, especially when used as 

a baokground to_the wanderings and trials of the heroine. She frequently 

uses a pattern of oontrasts, to emphasise one aspect of landscape by 

reference to another. Various stereotypes in the types of landscape 

described emerge, reflecting Mrs Raa.cliffe's ovm laok of first-hand 

observation of the plaoes she describes. Scenes may be pictured as if 



a landscape painting were being described. She may write almost with 

the detail of a botanist, or she may convey only an impression of dark-

ness and mass. The first part of this chapter investigates the tech-

niques used to build landscape pictures, the second part considers the 

use of landscape as ru1 integral part of the structure of the novel, and 

the third discusaes the possible sources of the descriptions. 

One of Mrs Radcliffe's striking techniques is to be particular 

as to the type of vegetation which appears in the lands'cape, and different 

trees come to be associated with a type of landscape and with the emotions 

which are evoked by this landscape. Thus dark trees such as pine are 

associated with the gloom, awful sublimity, and horror of the precipitous 

crags and torrents, and contribute to the apprehension and suspense of 

the travellers: 

Towards evening, they wound dovm precipices, black with forests 
of cypress, pine and cedar, into a glen so savage and secluded, 
that, if Solitude ever had local habita.tion, this might have 
been 'her place of dearest residence.' (~steries of Udolpho, p. 402) 

Here, the blackness of the trees makes more frightening the solitude of 

the glen ana. more pronounced its wilfuless. Trees which are not necessarily 

dark by nature may serve the same purpose if they are of great age. 

After being taken from the chapel of San Sebastian, Ellena draws near 

to a forest which she has been observing in the distance, and wDich 

provides an impressive premonition of the place where, it is intended, 

she will be kiiled: 

They entered by a track, a road it could not be called, which 
led among oaks and gigantic chestnuts, apparently the growth of 
centuries, and so thickly interw'oven, that their branches formed 
a canopy which seldom admitted the sky. The gloom which they 
threw around • • • gave a character of fearful wildness to the 
scene. (!he ~~~li?~, p. 209) 



Such trees are the sort vlhich would grow in an enchanted forest: they 

suggest a comparison with Dante's "selva oscura", or with the entrance 

to Vergil' s underworld. A modern parallel would be the trees of 

Tolkien's Mirkwood: in Tolkien's dark forests one expects to find 
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goblins and orcs, while in Mrs Radoliffe's there is always the possibility 

of enoountering the much feared but seldom seen banditti. The most 

sustained example of an enchanted forest is the Fontanville Forest, the 

setting for much of The Romance of the Forest 9 This forest is not 

described in detail, but it is a dominant presence, and provides a suit~ 

able setting for the reputedly haunted abbey. Although we know that it 

is very dark and thick, little attention is given to its physiography -

its ohief distinction seeInS to be its gloom< and the diffioulty of finding 

a path thx'ough it. The animals are like those of an enohanted forest, 

f'or they do not fear man, and as La Motte explores, he finds that "the 

pheasants scarcely f'lew from his approach, and the deer gazed mildly at 

him as he passedH (The Romance of the Forest, I.60). 

D1 contrast to the darkness of the trees of the Pyrenees and the 

Appenines is the variation and exotic nature (to an Englishwoman) of the 

trees of Northern Italy and the Mediterranean, where there are always 

cypresses, cedars, oranges, lemons, almonds, poplars, and other trees 

which are typically associated with a Mediterranean climate. A basic 

contrast seems to be that this type of tree grows in cultivation, and 

cultivation means for travellers the relief of human habitation and 

civilisa tion af'ter the dark woods of' the wild mountains. Vn1en Ellena, 

Vivaldi, and Paulo reach Lake Celano on their flight from the convent of 

San Stefano, they delight in the contrast between the grimness of the 
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country they have crossed and the pleasant, reassuring nature of that 

which they have reached: 

"Mark too,1I said Ellena, "how sweetly the banks and undulating 
plains repose at the feet of the mountains; what an image of 
beauty and elegance they oppose to the awful grandeur that over­
looks and guards them! Observe, too, how many a delightful valley, 
opening from the lake, spreads its rice and corn fields, shaded 
with groves of the almond, far among the winding hills; how 
gaily vineyards and olives alternately chequer the acclivities; 
and how gracefully the lofty-palms bend· over the higher cliffs. 1I 

(The Italian, pp. 158-159) 

The shade from such trees is soothing rather than awesome, and, especially 

in the scenes by the Mediterranean, there is a strong impression of 

fragrance and ~ertility. Whether such trees are ill-omened or not 

depends upon the situation of the heroine. Ellena, being led up the 

last steep slope to the convent of San Stefano, "like a lamb to the 

sacrifice ll
, passes through IIthickets of almond trees, figs, broad-leavecl 

myrtle, and ever-green rose bushes$ intermingled with the strawberry tree, 

beautiful in fruit and blossoms, the yellow jasmine, the delightful 

acacia mimosa, and a variety of other fragrant plants II (The Italian, p. 64). 

Here there is a contrast between Ellena's gloomy situation and the pleasant 

vegetation; shortly the cypress and cedar, which in Venice are emblems 

of the beauty and sophis~ication of that city, are seen as emblems of 

gloom and despair: "Partial features of the vast edifice she was approach-

ing, • • • seen at intervals beneath the gloom of cypress and spreading 

cedar, seeDled as if menacing the unhappy Ellena with hints of future 

suffering" (The Italian, p. 64). 

The milclness of the Mediterranean climate always seemed to impress 

Mrs Radcliffe, and no doubt she intended cataloguing of plants, such as' 

that in the preceding paragraph, to add to the authenticity. SODletimes, 
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however, her interest in local colour and facts becomes, like that of 

other novelists writing about an unfamiliar setting, too insistento In 

her desire for detail, she comes close to a listing technique for describing 

the varieties of trees in her landscape. Usually, however, she has some 

distinctive quality about each one, or a contrast, which saves the 

description from sounding as if it were taken out of a hand-book: 

(Blanche] now tripped sportively along the path, on which the 
sunl)eams darted and the chequered foliage trembled - where the 
tender greens of the beech, the acacia and the mountain-ash, 
mingling vdth the solemn tints of the cedar, the pine and cypre&s, 
exhibited as fine a contrast of oolouring, as the majestic oak 
and oriental plane did of form, to the feathery lightness of the 
cork tree and the waving grace of the poplar. (The M;zEteries of Udolpho, 

pp. 476-477) 

She avoids tedium in this example by remarking on the qualities of the 

different species, and by showing the effect of the-trees seen as a mass, 

rather than by remarking on their presence" only. The sentence demonstrates 

her very carefu~ balancing, particularly of adjectives and nouns: the 

first ~vo groups of trees, which are themselves balanced, balance the 

second two groups, which are also balanced in themselves. 

Vllien describing the ascent or descent of a mountain, bITS Radcliffe 

sometimes takes care to detail the different belts of vegetation corres-

ponding to the altitudinal zones. She is also attracted by landscapes 

which extend from the snowy peaks to the valley floor or plains: 

The travellers, as they des cendecl, gradually, exchanged the 
region of winter for the genial warmth and beauty of spring. 
The sky began to aSSlwe 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 fringll1g 
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 the myrtle, every 
now and then, appeared in some sunny nook, with their yellow 
blossoms peeping from among the dark green cif 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, 
where early flocks were cropping the luxuriant herbage of 
spring. (~h.e Mysteries.!?! Udol~, p. 167) 
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Mrs Radcliffe wants to emphasise that it is Italy which Emily is descending 

to, and that the climate and vege~ation of Italy are different from 

England's. By describing the progression through the zones, she is 

able to make a wide first impression of the Italian scene. She gives 

attention to the colours; of the flowers and leaves, anet their wide 

distribution - growing amongst rocks and IImantling to the crags above tl 
• 

. Mrs Radcliffe is attracted. to "the grandeur of an extensive 

prospect, or the magnificence of a wide horizon" (The Romance of the Forest, 

1.24) • M will be mentioned later, the inspiration for the extensive 

landscape seems to have been in the landscapes of Salvator Rosa, Claude 

and Poussin. Often her expansive views fall into a stereotyped pattern, 

of which there seem to be two main varieties: the view of mountains from 

within mountains, and the view from mOillltains of a landscape which stretches 

to the sea. 

The first type typically includes crags and precipices, seen by 

the last rays of the set.ting sun, and a rushing torrent, which may be aeen 

or only heard if the glooms of evening have descended: 

She trembled at the sound of the torrents rolling among the cliffs 
and thundering in the vale below, and shruclc from the view of the 
precipices, which sometimes overhung the road, and at others 
appeared be~eath it. (The- Romance of the Forest, 111.45) 

There will usually be a shepherd's or hunter's cottage at hand to temper 

the wildness, and if thel~e is not, this will be commented on as an addit-

ional stimulus to fear: 
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The haQnt of man could now only be discovered by the simple 
hut of the shepherd and the hm1ter, or by the rough pine bridge 
thrown across the torrent, to assist the latter in his chase of 
the chamois over crags where, but for this vestige of man, it 
would have been believed only the chamois or the wolf dared to 
venture. (The Myster;Les of Udolpho, p. 164·) 

When there is no sign of man, the place holds a special terror: 

It vms in one of these rambles, that having strayed fOl~ some 
miles over hills covered with heath, from whence the eye was 
presented with only the bold outlines of uncultivated nature, 
rocks piled on rocks, cataracts and vast moors Qnmarked by 
the foot of traveller, he lost the path which he had himself' 
made; he looked in vain for the objects which had directed 
him, and his heart, for the first time, felt the repulse of 
fear. No vestige of a human being was to be seen, and the 
dreadful silence of the place was interrupted only by the 
roar of distant torrents, and by the screams of the birds 
which flew over his head. (The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne, p. 9) 

Osbert is overcome with terror, and he retreats from the place; he 

wanders on until his eyes "were once more blessed with the sight of 

human dwellings." Those places in the Pyrenees which are bereft of any 

sign of hmnan life often have some special omen of evil such as a gibbet 

or a crosB, to warn travellers of the danger they risk by venturing away 

from human habitations. 

The distinction between a scene with human life and one without 

it seems to be a basic one which Mrs Radcliffe sees in her landscapes. 

The remotest mOID1tain valley will often have a tiny hamlet at its hea-d, 

and a convent is usually not far off even in the deepest recesses of 

the Appenines or the Pyrenees: 

He had now passed over SOme of the wildest tracts of the Appenine, 
among scenes, which seemecL abandoned by civilizeo. society to the 
banditti who haunted their recesses. Yet even here amidst wilds 
that were nearly inaccessible, convents, with each its small dependent 
hamlet, were scattered, and, shrouded from the world by woods and 
mountains, enjoyed unsuspectedly many of its luxuries, and displayed, 
unnoticed, some of its elegance. (The Italian, p. 113) 
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Places such as the one Osbert came aoross are rare, then, for 

even in the wildest spots there are usually at least signs of human 

presence, even if only a memorial, a traok, or a pine felled across a 

chasm. This pervasive life means that one oannot depend upon places 

such as the ruined abbey in the Fontanville Forest or the deserted watch 

tower in the Pyrenees being deserted. Mrs Radcliffe's seascapes and 

bea~h scenes in particular usually have life in the form of peasants and 

fishermen danoing on the shore; indeed, the s·.ight of dancing peasants 

beoomes somewhat inevitable whenever a; beach is seEm. 

The second pattern - the view from mountains of a vast landscape -

appears equally frequently, and, being less realistic, is one of the 

indications that Mrs Radcliffe's landscapes are sometimes idealised. 

A very long range vision must be necessary to pick out the details in 

.this sort of view, which normally includes: even sails upon the sea: 

Through a vista of the mountains appeared the lowlands of Rousillon, 
tinted with the blue haz.El of distances as they united with the waters 
of the Hediterranean; where, on a promontory, which marked the 
boundary of the shore, stood a lonely beaoon, over which were seen 
oircling flights of sea-fowl. Beyond, appeared, now and then, a 
stealing sail, white with the sun~beam, and whose progress was 
perceivable by its 8.pproach to the light-house. Sometimes, too, 
was seen a sail so clistant, that it served only to mark the line of 
separation between the sky and the waves. (The M;y:s.t.eries of Udolpho, 

pp. 55-54) 

The plains of Languedoc • • • spread far to the north and the east; 
to the south, appeared the Mediterranean, clear as crystal, and blue 
as the heavens it reflected, bearing on its bosom vessels, whose 
white sails caught the sun-beams, and gave animation to the soene. 

(The .1Lysteries of UdolPl::£, p. 467) 

This method of organised composition is largely due to the influence of 

the lanclscape pictures she vras familiar with, and shows that she was not 

drawing on her own observation. She herself had never been to France or 
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Italy, though the !dinburgh Review in 1823 supposed that Mr Radcliffe 

had been attached to embassies in Italy, and that there his wife had 

"imbibed that taste for picturesque scenery, and the obscure and wild 

superstitions of mouldering castles, of which she has made so beautiful 

a us:e in her Romances. 1I 0-11 her one trip to the Continent, vIith her 

hUl3band, they travelled only as far as Holland and western G-ermany. 

Their intention of going on to Switzerland was frustrated within sight 

of the mountains by a border official in Freiburg: "a disappointment, 

which no person could b ear without severe regret" (A J ourn~, p. 2'15). 

More will be said later of the supposed sources for her descriptions, 

but since Mrs Radcliffe was not writing from personal experience it is 

not surprising if she falls into stereotypes. Nevertheless, the 

characteristics which she dwells upon so often form part of an artistic 

pattern which serves her intention of using landscape as a gloomy, v-d.ld 

background for the ordeals of the heroine, or as a vista of light and 

beauty as a background for her intervals of relief from danger. 

With the close observation of hindscape there also exists a 

certain vagueness. The vocabulary used in describing mountains and 

forests tends to be res~ricted, especially in the adjectives - mountains 

are stupendous, wild, fantastic, gloomy, sublime, and forests are gloomy, 

sha~, or impenetrable. Very often the picture is blurred and vague 

rather than precise and distinctive, and the description gives an 

impression and a feeling rather than a clear picture which could be 

identified: 

Their towering and fantastic summits, crowding together into dusky 
air, like flames tapering to a point, exhibited images of peculiar 
grandeur, while each minuter line and feature withdrawing, at this 



evening hour, from observation, seemed to resolve l~self into 
the more gigantic masses, to which the dubious tint, the solemn 
obs:curity, that began to prevail over them, gave force and 
loftier character. (The Italian, p. 65) 
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Here she is describing what is happening to the view, rather than saying 

what the view is, so that the "images of peculiar grandeur" are left to 

the reader's imagination, while'tt;owering and fantastic summits ll conveys 

only a very general picture. This is not to negate the effectiveness 

of her description, for the "force and loftier characterll added by the 

obscurity is something which one feels rather than sees. Her technique 

may be indirect: 

They often paused to contemplate these stupendous scenes, and seated 
on some wild cliff, where only the ilex or the larch could flourish, 

.. looked over dark forests; of fir, and precipices where human foot 
had never wandered, into the glen - so deep$ that the thunder of 
the torrent, which was seen to foam along the bottom, was scarcely 
heard to murmur. (The l,fyste.ries of Udol;pho, p. 42) 

The cliff, the precipices, and the glen are described not in terms of 

physical details, but indirectly, in terms of some attribute which will 

form the impression. The cliff is so steep, rugged or barren, that only 

the hardiest trees will grow there; the precipic.es are so steep that they 

are inacessible; and the glen so deep that its torrent can hardly be 

heard. ./ 

The vague worcl "mass.y" or "mass II occurs frequently in the landscape 

descriptions, and its distribution is significant, for it is usua.lly used 

for a landscape which is being softened and obscured by evening. It is 

in the evening, or in the light of the sun's last rays, that the landscape 

has its most moving effect on the sensitive hero or heroine: 

.All without was obscured in shade; but Emily, turning her eyes 
from the massy darkness of the woods, whose waving outline appea.red 
on the horizon, saw, on the left, that effulgent planet, which the 



old man had pointed out, setting over the woods ••• Chilled 
with a melancholy awe, she retired once more to her bed. 

(~he Mysteries of Udolpho, p. 84) 

The sun, soon after$ sinking to the lower world, the shadow of 
the earth stole gradually over the waves ••• How deep, how 
beautiful was the tranquillity that wrapped the scene! All 
nature seemed to repose; the finest emotions of the soul were 
alone awake. :Emily's eyes filled with tears of admiration and 
sublime devotion. (The Myster.ies of UA.0IP1.~o., p. 175) 

A landscape seen as a Iilass has the ad.vantage that malevolence can be 

concealed behind the obscurity. . The darkness of the woods seems to 

Emily to conceal the mysterious music, and sunset in the Pyrenees makes 

the prospect more awful for Lady Blanche: 

Vfuere the torrent had been seen, it was now o~ly heard; where 
the wild cliffs had displayed every variety of form and attitude, 
a dark mass of mountains now alone appeared; and the vale, which 
far$ far below had opened its dreadful chasm, the eye could no 
longer fathom. A melanoholy gleam still lingered on the summiJGS 
of the highest ft~ps, overlooking the deep repose of evening, and 
seeming to make the stillness of the hour more awful. 

(The MysteFies of.JI§..21J>J1o, p. 597) 

Wha t makes more awful the partial obs curi ty of that hour, when shapes 

previously distinct beoome massy, is the fact that "the fantastic forms 

of danger!!, though knov(n to be there, can no longer be seen, but the 

mind is already affected by their presence. Twilight improves a 

landscape for Mrs Raclcliff'e, for when the features no longer appear 

distinctly but are blended into one great mass, then the romantic 
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imagination has a greater scope for improving on what the eye can see, and 

for seeing in the gloom whatever a romantic inclination might Vlant to 

see. st Aubert finds; the evening gloom of the vioods delightful, and 

explains to Emily the reason: 

1)1 remember that in my youth this gloom used to call forth to my 
fancy a thousand fairy visions, and romantic images ••• I can 
linger, with solemn steps, under the deep shades, send forward a 
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transforming eye into the distant obscurity, and listen with thrilling 
delight to the mystic murmuring of the wooa.s." (The Mysteries of Udolpho, 

- p. 15) 

Obscurity, therefore, gives the eye whioh is disposed to romanticism, 

a licence to see more than what is knovm to be there. This is in accord 

with the doctrine of Burke: "To make anything very terrible, obscurity 

seems in general to be necessary. When we know the full extent of any 

danger, v/hen we can aooustom our eyes to it, a great deal of the appre~ 

hension vanishes.,,1 Mrs Radcliffe regards imagination as an integral 

part of the art of appreoiating wild scenery, and her travellers use it 

to add a further dimension to their observations: "To our warm imagin-

ation, the dubious forms, that float, half veiled in darkness, afforcl a 

higher delight, than the most distinct scenery, that the sun oan shew" 

(The M)':steries of UdoJ.pho, p. 598). Hints and obscurity are Mrs Radcliffe's 

stock-in-trade, and, as will be seen, the same principle applies to her 

treatment of suspense and horror. It is worth noting that such skilled 

application of the imagination to nature, or even just appreoiation of 

nature, is an attribute whioh is limited to the refined members of the 

upper class. The vulgar Madame Montoni, crossing Mount Cenis, "only 

shuddered as she lookea_ down preoipic'es" from which Emily too recoiled, 

but Emily is able to feel more than fear - her emotions at such a time 

cover a large range: "With her fears were mingled such various emotions 

of delight, such ad..miration, astonishment, and awe, as she had never 

before experienced" (The Mysteries of U~plpho, p. 166). Both use 

their imagination, but while 1'1nily is seeing, "in the eye of fancy", 

1 Burke, A Philos.£phical Enquiry, p. 99. 
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Hannibal under attack while crossing ,·the Alps, Madame Montoni is looking 

towards Italy and imagining the splendour of the life she is about to take 

up there. Paulo, the garrulous servant in The Italian, is unable to 

perceive the horrors of the pass on the way out of San Stefano, for his 

Ilspirits seldom ovmed the influence of local scenery." Peter, the servant 

in The Romance of the Forest, becomes ecstatic as he approaches his native 

mountains, but Mrs Radcliffe makes it clear that his enthusiasm is quite 

uncritical and unsophisticated, for "its a_isadvantages he totally forgot; 

and though he gave away his last SOl~ to the children of the peasantry 

that run barefooted by the side of the horse, he spoke of nothing but the 

happiness and content of the inhabitants" (111.42). Adeline, on the 

other hand, feels both terror and delightful sublimity at the view, and 

is attracted by the romantio situation of the village. 

Mrs Radcliffe's favoUl'i te time of day is suns:et, for it is then 

that the atmospherics of the air most assist the atmospherics of her 

romance. A journey will often be completea_ at sunset. As Adeline and 

Peter approach Leloncourt, lithe day was closing • • • and the SUD, in all 

his evening splendOl.,U', now sinking behind their summits, threw a farewell 

gleam athwart the landscape" (II1.45). La Motte finds the abbey just as 

the sun sets: "As La Motte looked anxiously from the window, he obs erved 

upon the vivid glow of the western horizon, some dark towers rising from 

among the trees. at a little distance" (1. 56). The approach to Venice in 

The Mysteries of Udolpho is illuminea_ by the setting rays, which "threw 
.) ~ 

strong contrasts of light and shade upon the porticos and long arcades, 

and beamed a mellow lustre upon the orangeries and the tall groves of 

pine and cypress, that overhung the building" (:p .• 209), They reaoh Udolpho 



"towards the close of day": 

The sun had just sunk below the top of the mountains she was 
descending, whose long shadow stretched athwart the valley, 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, ana_ streamed. in full splendour upon the 
towers and battlements of a castle, that spread its extensive 
ramparts along the brow of a precipice above. The splendour of 
these illumined objects was heightened b~ the contrasted shade, 
which involved the valley below. (p. 226) 

Apart from the obvious fact that a journey is often completed at the 
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end of the day, Mrs Radcliffe uses the sett~,g sun for specific effects. 

The yellow rays are used as a spotlight for an object in the scene: here, 

our first view of the castle of Udolpho is splendidly illl~inated, while 

its surroundings are in shadow, and the contrast emphasises both the 

castle's dominating position, high up where it catches the last rays, 

and its strength, as its ramparts spread along the brow which is still 

illumined. The sun acts as a spotlight again when it focuses on the 

three strangers on the terrace: 

She turned to observe a fine effect of the sun, as his rays, 
suddenly streaming from behind a heavy cloud, lighted up the 
west towers of the castle, while the rest of the edifice was 
in deep shaa.e, except, that, through a lofty gothic arch, ad­
joining the tower, vlhich led to another terrace, the beams 
darted in full splendour, and shewed the three strangers she 
had observed in the morning. (pc 287) 

The contrast between full light and a.eep shadow is present again, 

and attention is drawn to the figures in the light. The expression 

"turned to observe" indicates a certain deliberation on Emily's part 

which characterises the atti·l;ude of the romantic heroines towards s:uch 

things: a sunset is not a thing to be observed in passing, but something 

to be considered carefully and used as an inspiration for writing poetry. 
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Mrs Radcliffe often desoribes her landscapes as if she is looking 

at a carefully oomposed pa:Lnting, and there is an indication of her approach 

to these imaginative landscapes in End.ly' s sketching technique: II [She} 

tried to dismiss thought, took her instruments for drawing, and placed 

herself at a window, to select into a landscape some features of the 

scenery without" (p. 276). Mrs Radcliffe sometimes uses this process 

of selection in her own descriptions. 'Some evidence for her stylised 

teohniq,ue has been mentioned, in her'liking for complete landscapes which 

include things not reasonably visible in distant views. Sometimes, too, 

there is a strong sense of being a spectator at a tableau, as at the 

burial of Madame Montoni, when Mrs Radcliffe remarks: "At the moment, in 

which they let down the body into the earth, the scene was such as only 

the dark pencil of' a Domenichino, perhaps, could have done justice toll 

(p. 577). The description following is full of different shades of' 

colour: 

"' ••• the venerable figure of the monk, wrapt in long black garments, 
his cowl thrown back from his pale face, on which the light gleaming 
strongly shewed the lines of affliction softened by piety, and the 
few grey locks, which time had spared on his temples." (p. 377) 

The wedding group of Ellena and Vivaldi in The Italian is described as 

"a group vrorthy of the pencil", and the figures are carefully positioned 

and each is given a distinctive or contrasting appearance. The scene 

has a deliberate dignity and motionless quality: 

The figure and homely features of this sister; the tall stature 
and harsh visa.ge of the brother, clothed in the gray habit of his 
order; the silvered head and placid physiognomy of the officiating 
priest, enlightened by a g1eam from the lamp above, opposed to the 
youthful grace and spirit of Vivaldi, and the milder beauty and 
sweetness of Ellena, formed altogether a group worthy of the pencil. 

(p. 185) 
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~'he selection process is seen at its best when not only the features of' 

the people in the scene are selected, but also the objects which s:urround 

them. An example of such a carefully composed piece is the rustic scene 

outside the cottage of La Voison, in The Mys)eries of Udo~o: 

The old man she found sitting on a bencb at bis door, between his 
daughter, and his son-in-law, who was just return eo. from his daily 
labour, and who was playing upon a pipe, that, in tone, resembled 
an oboe. A flask of wine stood beside the old man, and, before 
him, a small table with fruit and bread, round which stood several 
of his grandsons, fine rosy children, who were taking their supper, 
as their mother distributed it. On the edge of the little green, 
that spread before the cottage, were cattle and a few sheep reposing 
under the trees. The landscape was touched with the mellow light 
of the evening SUll, whose long slanting beams played through a vista 
of the woods, and lighted up the distant turrets of the chateau. (p. 90) 

The life in this picture is composed. in a picturesque group, with the 

ohildren in front and the elders behind, and the son-in-law playing on 

his pipe to aclo. a pleasant rustic note. The wine, fruit and bread 

serve as still life. Our attention is drawn from the flask of wine, to 

the table, then to the foreground where the cattle and sheep are "reposing"; 

thence to the woods, touched by the evening sun, and finally to the 

furthest object, the turrets of the chateau. There is a careful pro-

gression from point to point in the scene until the whole is seen as a 

balanced, complete, and framed picture. 

One of Mrs Radcliffe's most consistently used techniques for 

evoking a mysterious atmosphere from her descriptions, or just for ma,king 

them more specific, is that of contrast. A contrast which she uses very 

frequently is between light and dark. It may be for artistic effect, 

to achieve the black and white quality of an etching -

One of the supporting cliffs, with part of the bridge, was in deep 
shade, but the other, feathered with foliage, and the rising surges 



at its foot, were strongly illumined; 
the spray, sparkled in contrast to the 

and many a thicket wet with 
dark rock it overhung. 
(~e Ite,lian, p. 146) 

- or more commonly, the part of the scene which is in light serves to 
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suggest how dark and impenetrable by comparison are the glooms which lie 

beyond the sphere of light: 

Sometimes, [the lightning] revealed the nearer recesses of the woods, 
or, displaying some opening in their s'ummits, illumined the ground 
beneath with partial splendolw, the thick foliage of the trees 
preserving the surrounding scene in deep shadow. (~he !A:tster~ 

Udolpho, p. 409) 

Moonlj~ght has a more mysterious quality then sunlight; therefore it 

appears frequently, to illumine inadequately with its tremulous uncertain 

gleams an obsclWe path, or to make more striking the gloom of castle, 

convent or dungeon. 

Another type of contrast is between ~10 distinctive types of 

landscape: when they are fOill1d in close juxtaposition, their differences 

will be emphasised, to the advantage of one type. In this e~ample it 

is the grandeur of the mountains which benefits from comparison with the 

pastoral scenery of the valley below: 

His chateau was situated, i.n one of those delightful vallies of 
the Swiss cantons • • • where the magnificent features of the 
scenery are contrasted, and their effect heightened by the bloom­
ing luxuric'1nce of woods and pasturage, by the gentle windings of 
the stream, and the peaceful aspect of th8 cottage. 

. (The Castles of Ath~in ~~ Dunbayn~, pp. 143-144) 

Similarly, the Alps profit from the comparison with the Italian landscape, 

both being visible to Buily from Mount Cenis: the wild prospect "received 

a higher character of sublimity from the reposing beauty of the Italian 

landscape below" (p. 166). 

A contrast is often noted between the wildness of the mountains 



19 

and the patches of cultivation and fertility which appear in their midst, 

which suggests again the idea of life always being present in the most 

remote places. In the Alps, Emily notes that "green pastures and vine-

yards spread their hues at the feet of perpen~tcular rocks of marble, or 

of grani te" (p. 164). Jill Adeline journeys up the Rhone, she observes 

"the novelty of the scene through which she floated, now frowning with 

savage grandeur, and now smiling in fertili tyll (III. 50). 

As has been suggested, Mrs Radcliff'e does not always use a land­

scape only f'or scenic effects, but often .uses the setting as a reflection 

of the action and thoughts of the main characters, and the setting 

consistently has particular effects on the characters. The landscape 

rarely aSS1.IDleS the strength and individuality of an active force in the 

plot, as it does in, for example, Thomas Hardy's The Return of the . ..!:lative; 

rather, the setting is always there as a background suitable to the 

thoughts of a Gothic heroine, and as local colour to provide ~tversion 

f'or ~1glish readers. The choice of a southern setting was not random. 

Clara M.cIntyre has suggested that, the rise of' the Gothic novel coinciding 

with a revival of interest in Elizabethan drama, Mrs Radcliff'e owes a great 

deal to the attitude towards Italy expressed by the dra.matists for her own 

conception of Italy and Italians. 2 Furthermore, the Roman Catholic 

religion still prevailed in the south, and to the Protestant English, 

Mrs Radcliffe included, monasteries, monks, and the Inquisition, held a 

strong attraction of romantic horror. As well as this, there VIas the 

typical romantic longing for any alien and distant setting. Therefore, 

2 McIntyre, 1921. 
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although the heroines are always the most correct young ladies of eight-

eenth-century England, the setting is distinctly foreign, and its most 

striking features are those things which, in accord with English opinions 

of Italy, will strike a genteel fear into" a young lady's heart. The 

characters are very aware of their surroundings, and allow themselves to 

react fully to their changing settings. 

Physical surroundings may reflect the emotions of the characters: 

a scene will often reflect or affect" a oharacter's disposition or spirits. 

A davm may bring fresh spirits: IlAlI nature seemed to have awakened from 

death into life; the spirit of St Aubert was rey{ovatedll (The ~.lys.teries 

~f Udolpho, p. 56). Alpine soenery may effect a general feeling of 

well-being: liThe serenity and olearness of the air in these high regions 

were particularly delightful to the travellers; it seemed to inspire 

them with a finer spirit, and diffused an indescribable oomplaoency over 

their minds" (J?e M.;z.steries_Ef U,dolPEo, p. 43). The darkness of the 

woods will often reflect a gloomy mood: II (Emily] was reconducted by 

La Voisin through the woods, the pensive gloom of which was in unison 

wi th the temper of her mind. (fhe .M.ysteries of "Q.dolp!l,£, p. 84). In 

The Italia~, Vivaldi, arriving at the convent of San Stefano, finds the 

landscape's mood is in accord with his own feelings: 

He sometimes rested to gaze upon the scenery around him, for this 
too was in harmony with the temper of his mind. Disappointment 
had subdued the wilder energy of the passions, and produced a 
solemn and" lofty state of feeling; he viewed with pleasing sadness 
the dark rocks and precJ..p:wes, the gloomy mOlmtains; and vast soli­
tudes, that spread around him. (p. 116) 

The tran<luilli ty of a lanclscape may be used as a contrast with 

the discord" and tumu~ t of hW11an thoughts and activities. Vlhil e retained 
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in Udolpho, Emily looks at the peaceful mountains, which have temporarily 

lost their oppressiveness in comparison with the oppression and terror 

which exists within the castle: 

As she gazed On the mountain-view beyond, the deep repose of its 
beauty struck her with all the force of contrast, and she could 
scarcely believe herself so near a scene of savage discord. The 
contending elements seemed to have retired from their natural 
spheres, and to have collected themselves into the minds of men, 
for there alone the tempest now reigned. (p. 318) 

In The Romance of the Forest, Adeline, frantically exploring the garden 

of the Marquis in an attempt to escape, pauses in despair as she finds 

no exit from the beautiful and spacious gardens: 

The scene around exhibited only images of peace and delight; 
every object seemed to repose; not a breath waved the foliage, 
not a sound stole through the air: it was in her bosom only 
that tumult and distress preva,iled. (II.137~138) 

A landscape will often have a soothing influence, and a charaoter may 

find in nature a respite from the harsh conditions which Gothic heroes 

and heroines must endure. For this reason, Ellena, confined in San 

Stefano, in Th~talian, is delighted to find she has access to a turret 

with a commanding view, "whose grandeur awakened all her heart. The 

consciousness of her prison was lost, while her eyes ranged over the wide 

and freely-sublime scene without ••• Hither s.~he could come, and her 

soul, refreshed by the views it afforded, would acquire strength to bear 

her, with equanimity, thro' the persecutions that might await her" (pe 90). 

A romantic landscape strengthens the feeling between lovers: II 'These 

scenes,' said Valancourt, at length, f . . . waken our best and purest 

feelings, disposing us to benevolence, pity, and friendship. Those 

whoDl I love - I always seem to love more in such an hour as this'll 

Lovers find that landscapes which 
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they have aa~ired together act as a catalyst for reviving affection; or 

a scene which was loved by a person now dead may bring that person vividly 

to mind. Valancourt, left at Toulouse after Emily's departure for Italy, 

finds that 

He could not immediately tear himself from the spot, where he had 
been accustomed to converse with Emily, or from the objects· they 
had viewed together, which appeared to him memorials of her affection, 
as well as a kind of surety for its faithfulness; and, next·to the 
pain of bidding her adieu, was that' of leaving the scenes which so 
powerfully awakened her image. (pp. 291-292) 

Emily is often reminded of her dead parents by looking at a scene, or 

one similar to a scene which they had loved; even to see again a landscape 

which they had arunired together is sufficient to recall vividly the person, 

and the occasion when it was last seen in the company of the dead person. 

Emily's return to La Vallee after her father's death is a succession of 

memories, stirred by seeing again the sights which her father had last 

seen while alive: 

Q-ften, while she looked through her tears upon the wild grandeur 
of the Pyrenees, now varied with the rich lights and shadows of 
evening, she remembered, that, when last she saw them, her father 
partook with her of the pleasure they inspired. (p. 92) 

The suggestion seems to be that while human fortunes rise and fall, nature 

remains unch~nging. Returning to Toulouse, Emily finds that the trees 

and plants which were there when she left, are still there, indifferent 

to and unaffected by all that has happened to her since she last saw them: 

"M! II said Emily, as she ascend.ed, "these are the same high trees, 
that used to wave over the terrace, and these are the same flowery 
thickets - the liburnum, the wild rose, and the cerinthe - which 
were wont to grow beneath them! .Ah! and there, too, on that bank, 
are the very plants, which Valancourt so carefully reared! - 0, 
when last I saw them!lI (po 585) 

V/hen Ad.eline returns to the Swiss Alps, they trigger associations which 
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make her recall lithe circumstances and sensations under which she had first 

seen them - when an orphan, flying from persecution to seek shelter among 

strangers, and lost to the only person on earth whom she loved" (The Romance 

of the Forest, III, 557). Sometimes a character may deliberately use 

this process of association to bring back memories of another, and then 

a place or scene becomes the agent for bringing an absent person more 

vividly to mind. ~lily, separated from Valancourt by her aunt, goes to 

the pavilion in the garden where they had sat together: "As she approached 

the lattice, [She] was sensible of' the features of this scene only as they 

served. to bring Valancourt more immediately to her fancy" (The Mysteries 

A scene or a place may thus become associated in 

the mind with the person with whom it has been shared, and to visit it 

again invariably prompts the memory to recall that person and the circu~-

stances in which it was shared. 

The natural surroundings may serve to tune the mind of the reader 

for terrors to come, as a scene "darkens towards a catastrophe or spreads 

5 into SlIDny safety. II Nature acts in sympathy with the experience of the 

main characters. A good example is the storm which starts to brew in 

The Italian., as Ellena and Vivaldi walk to the chapel of San Sebastian 

to be married: 

The scene appeared to s~npathize with the spirits of Ellena. It was 
a gloomy evening, and the lake, which broke in dark waves upon the 
shore, mingled its hollow sounds with those of the wind, that bowed 
the lofty pines, and swept in gusts among the rocks. She observed 
with alarm the heavy thunder clouds, that rolled along the sides of 
the mountains, and the birds circling swiftly over the waters, and 
SCUdding away to their nests among the cliffs. (pp. 185~184) 

5 Tompkins, 1932, p. 265. 
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This description achieves its effectiveness by emphasis on colour and 

sound rather than action: the darkness of the waves and the hollow 

souna. of the wind combine to give an impression of solemn power against 

which the birds can do nothing but take shelter. Shortly, Ellena and 

Vivaldi will be confronted with the power of the Inquisition (as they 

are led to believe), against which they have no redress. A passage which 

is very similar occurs as Ellena walks on the beach, followed by the 

villain Spalatro, and about to encounter her would-be murderer, Schedoni: 

It was a lowering eveni.l1g, and the sea was dark ancl swelling; the 
screams of the sea-birds too, as they wheeled among the clouds, and 
sought their high nests in the rocks, seemed to indicate an approach­
ing storm. (pp~ 219-220) 

The atmospherics of the evening sky may be used to prefigl~e some impend-

ing horror. As Emily is led away from Udolpho by Montoni' s men, she 

sees an ominous sunset: 

The sun had now been set some time; heavy clouds, whose lower skirts 
were tinged with sulphureous crimson, lingered in the west, and threw 
a reddish tint upon the pine forests, which sent forth a solemn sound, 
as the breeze rolled over them. The hollow moan struck upon Emily's 
heart, and served to render more gloomy ana. terrific every object 
arom1d her. (p. 406) 

The sulphureous crimson of the clouds suggests the smouldering, latent 

violence of her es:corts ~ -and the hollow moan coming from the woods gives 

the woods a life which, in the context of this description, may not be 

benign. There is no suggestion of the softening of forms or soothing 

effect of most other sunsets. 

Mrs Radcliffe's characters find solace in nature, and in nature 

they also find God. Nature becomes a manifestation of divine grandeur, 

and the sublimity of God is reflectea. in the sublimity of his creation. 

In The Romance of the Forest, La Luc, on the excursion to the Glacier 
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of' Montanvert, reflects upon the view: II 'The view of these objects ••• 

lift[sic)the soul to their Great Author, and we contemplate with a feeling 

almost too vast for hlwanity - the sublimity of his nature in the grandeur 

of his works fI' (111.104). A very similar process operates with Emily 

St Aubert, as she looks at the night sky while staying at the convent in 

the Pyrenees: 1IJ!'rom the consideration of His works, her mind arose to 

the adoration of' the Deity, in His good.ness and power" (p. 47). BIg,nche, 

in a similar position at her casement, looking at .lIthe face of living 

nature", finds her thoughts arising "involuntarily to the Great Author 

of the sublime objects she contemplated, and she breathed a prayer of 

finer devotion, than any she had ever uttered beneath the vaulted roof 

of a cloister" (The Mysj;eries of Udolpho, .p. 475). 

Mrs Radcliffe seems to have derived her landscapes f'rom three 

sources: travel writers, landscape painters, and her ovm imagination. 

Clara McIntyre was the first to suggest a source among the travel 

writers, and she points out that Mrs Radcliffe "evidently had more ground-

work of fact in her descriptions than she was sometimes given credit for; 

she took the authentic record of actual travel, and let her imagination 

play about it. 1I4 The source Miss McIntyre suggests is Mrs Piozzi's 

France~taly and German~ (1789). She finds similarities in the descriptions 

of the Brenta, with the difference that Mrs Piozzi's account is embroidered 

by Mrs Radcliffe with her characteristic setting sun, and with odours, 

sounds, and colours. Where Mrs Piozzi comments on the magnificence of 

4 McIntyre, 1920, p. 59. 
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the orangeries, Mrs Radcliffe follows her but includes "a mellow lustre" 

from the setting sun, the scent of orange blossom, and a strain of musio 

whioh steals out of the "embowered retreats". The descriptions of the 

sight of Venice rising out of the sea as the travellers approach are very 

similar, except that Mrs Piozzi sees it by the light of the moon, and 

.Mrs Radoliffe applies the gilding rays of the SlID. Her imagination 

enlarges upon Mrs Piozzi's version: 

Mrs Piozzi: 
The general effect produoed by suoh arohitecture, such painting, 
such pillars; illuminated as I saw them last night by the moon 
at full, rising out of the sea, produoed an effeot like enchant­
ment • • • The curious and elegant islets • • • started up in the 
midst of the sea, so as to exoite amazement. (Obs:ervations, eto., p. 151) 

Mrs Radcliffe: 
As they glided on, the grander features of this oity appeared 
more distinctly: its terraoes, orovmed. with airy yet majestic 
fabrics, touched., as they now were, with the splendour of the 
setting sun, appeared as if they had been ca1led up from the 
ocean by the wand of an enchanter, rather than reared by mortal 
hands. (The M.ysteries, of D.§Bl:e1f2.., p. 175) 

The hint of enchantment in Mrs Piozzi's version becomes, with the influence 

of the setting, with Mrs Radcliffe an integral part of the desoription, 

for it is the simile which makes the impression rather than the factual 

details, vn1ich are actually very few and contribute little. Byron draws 

on the imaginative addition in Childe Harold: "I saw from out the wave 

her structures rise / As from the stroke of the enchanter's wand" (Canto IV, 

stanza 1). 

Miss McIntyre's suggestion that Mrs Radcliffe's descriptions are 

a combination of authentio record and imagination is taken up by 

5 J.M.S.Tompkins, who traces two more sources. 

5 Tompkins, 1929. 

Ramond de Charbonnieres, 
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in his Observations faites dans les ?yrenees (1789) takes the approach 

of a scientist; it was he who "established the ex:istence of glaciers in 

the Pyrenees and solved the problem of the relation of marble and granite 

along the chain.,,6 Mrs Radcliffe mentions the glaciers, romantically 

magnified - ". . . the higher regions of the air, where immense glaciers 

exhibited their frozen horrors " - ana. not~thstanding Ramond's avowed 

difficulty in getting close enough even to see them. She also refers 

to the geolo6~' when the Count de Villefort gives a speech on the natural 

history of the place - on the fossils, the shells found near the summits, 

and the v:eins of marble and granite. (The My.steries of Udolpho, p. 602) 

There'are other resemblances which cannot positively be proved: "There 

is no plagiarism but much ,similarity." '7 

For Emily's journey to Italy, Tompkins suggests Pierre Jean 

G-rosley's !'Jew Observations on Italy, ~nd its Inhab~~Ep_ts_ (1'769), and once 

again there is the "delicate adjustment of vision to a more ideal angle.,,8 

G-rosley entered Italy by Mount Cenis, and,like all the other travellers, 

rode in "a handbarrow like a hurcUe, fixed to two sticks. This is the 

carriage which the noblest grandees; must take up with in passing the 

9 AlpS.1I This method of conveyance is rather indecorous fol',' Emily st 

Aubert, so Mrs Radcliffe is rather vague about it: liThe chairmen trotted 

lightly and sVliftJ.y, almost~ as the chamois bounded" (p. 166). G-rosley's 

party stopped to rest at one point, and talked about Hannibal's 'passage 

of the Alps; in Mrs Radcliffe, "the carriers, having come to a landing 

6Ibid., p. 296. 

'7 Ibid., p. 297. 

8Ibid• 

9 G-rosley, 1. 56. 
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place, stopped to rest, and the travellers being seated on the point or 

a clifr, Montoni and Cavigni renewed a dispute concerning Hannibal's 

passage over the Alps" (p. 166). The dirrerence between the two versions 

is that while Grosley quotes rrom Livy and Polybius to reinrorce his 

learned and lengthy discussion, Mrs Radclifre d~~aws attention away from 

the argument as Enily's imagination leads her to see, "in the eye of 

fancy", Hannibal with his elephants as he is attacked. 

As the travellers pass in to Italy, they reach Susa. Grosley 

comments briefly on its ancient fortirications, as does Mrs Radoliffe, 

with the addition that "these romantic heights" as seen by Emily are 

partially illumined by moonlight. Tompkins traces the original or the 

wax figure behind the black veil in The Mysteries of Udo~h.<?. to an image 

Grosley was sho'.'n1 in Ravenna, which he took to be "a pious contrivance 

for mortifying pride.,,10 The waxen image behind the black veil had a 

simila.r purpose: it was "designed to reprove the pride of the Marquis, 

of Udolpho" (p. 662). 

Mrs Radcliffe's favourite painters were Salvator, Claude, and 

Gaspar Poussin, and to their styles of painting is attributable much of 

her landscape, especially the clark variety. 

From Claude she derives her wide prospects which extend over a 

plain or a valley to the sea, complete with ships' sails; Claude's 

landscapes usually merge into obscurity by the time the eye reaches the 

sea, but often the sails of small vessels are just distinguishable. His 

landscapes almost invariably have figures in the foreground, and frequently 

10Th _- d 
~-~-. , 1.205. 
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they are dancing or engagecl in some other pastoral occupation. Dancing 

peasants form a favourite foreground for Mrs Radcliffe in both pastoral 

and sea scenes, while a beach will usually have fishermen working or 

singing on it, and the sea is always crowded with small boats. Claude's 

seascapes include fishermen and boats, and,almost invariab,ly, a tower 

or mole on one side of the harbour. In this last respect, many of Mrs 

Radcliffe's descriptions apply quite directly to many of Claude's paint-

me 0'<>' 
o~· 

Even the Roman tower that terminated the mole below, touched as it 
was with the slanting rays; and the various figures of fishermen, 
wh<;> lay smoking beneath its walls, in the long shadow, or stood in 
the sunshine on the beach, watching the approaching boats of their 
comrades, combined a picture which was no longer interesting. 

(The Italian, p. 38) 

To Poussin she owes her liking for a landscape embellished with a ruined 

arch, which is surrounded by wild scenery, often with an extensive valley 

of rugged contours fading into the distance. This is Mrs Radcliffe's 

version of Poussin: 

There appeared on a point of rock impending over the valley the 
reliques of a palace, whose beauty time had impaired only to heighten 
its sublimity. An arch of singular magnifioence remained almost 
entire, beyond which appeared wild cliffs retiring in grand perspective. 
The sun, whioh was now setting, threw a trembling lustre upon the ruins, 
and gave a finishing effect to the scene. (A Sicilia~~_Romance, 11.44) 

To Salvator Rosa she owes the nightmare quality of muoh of her scenery -

the crags and chasms, banditti, and gloomy, battered trees. She 

consciously imi~ates SalvatoI' when she introduces his name: 

The scene of barrenness was here and there interrupted by the spreading 
hranches of the larch and cedar, which threw their gloom over the cliff, 
or athwart the torrent that rolled in the vale ••• This was such a 
scene as Salvator would have chosen, had he then existed, for his 
canvas; St Aubert, impressed by the romantic character of the place, 
almost expected to see banditti start from behind some projecting 
rock, and he kept his hand upon the arms with which he always travelled. 

(~!le Mysteries of Udolpho, p. 30) 



Mrs Radcliffe's use of the contrast between savage mountains 

and pleasant valleys and plains has been mentioned, and since each of 

these aspects is typical of Salvator and Claude respectively, her tech­

nique often represents a blending of the darkness and fierceness of 

Salvator and the peacefulness of Claude. 
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Mrs Radcliffe's development of the use of landscape follows the. 

same pattern which may be observed in ·other features of her work: it 

begins with a very limited use, an(l with little awareness of the technique's 

potentiality, in The Castles ~thlin a~9-_punbayne, and increases in usage 

until it becomes tedious by over-use in The Hysteries of Udolpho. Then 

she seems to look critically at the technique herself, and in The Italian 

it is returned to a more natural place in the novel's composition, while 

other aspects such as characterisation assume a more important place. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

When considering almost any aspect of Urs Radcliffe's work, one is 

struck by the continuity of themes and types. In their broadest outlines, 

the plots follow the same pattern, with the beautiful heroine in the hancls 

of or fleeing from the wickea_ villain, who stands between her and the 

young hero, in a setting of standard Gothic trappings. The characters, 

too, follovr the same patterns, and can be classified quite neatly into 

groups, a representative from each group appearing in each novel. Different 

characters from the same group may be distinguishable from each other by 

name only, in that their reactions and sentiments fall into a stereotype. 

Mrs Radcliffe is frequently criticised for this, a typical attitude being 

that of Clara McIntyre, who considers that Mrs Radcliffe's failure to 

individualise her characters is one reason for the impermanence of her 

contribution to the nove~: lilt has been said that we are interested in 

the places which Scott describea_ because we always associate them vii th 

the people that he has created. Quite the opposite is true of Mrs Rad-

cliffe. We are interested in her people, for the most part, only because 

of the situation or the place in which they happen to find themselves. lli 

For this reason the novels do not hold any interest after the first read-

i .. I t ._-- 9-MC n ·yre, ~~~U, p. 5. 
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ing: our attention is held by the changing events, but the lack of 

individue,lity in the characters means that once the outcome of the events 

is knovm, interest is lost. Each group of characters resembles, in 

Edith Birkhead's phrase, a "composite photograph" in which all a.istinct­

ive traits are merged into an expressionless type. 2 The one exception 

to this judgement appears in The Italian, where Schedoni, though incorp-

orating the characteristics of the villains who preceded him, becomes a 

strong, distinctive, imposing figure. He is generally acknowledged to 

be Mrs Radcliffe's masterpiece. 

·The groups of characters will be discuBsed under the classifications 

of villain, heroine, hero, and villainess. There are also sundry less 

significant grou~s. 

Mrs Radcliffe's villains all take their basic inspiration from 

cannot be oVereml)hasiseo., for from it came not only the character types 

but also most of the Gothic effects uj:Jed by Mrs Radcliffe. Manfred is 

preoccupied with the prophecy of Saint Nicholas, which says that when the 

real owner of the Castle of Otranto should grow too large to inhabit it, 

the castle and lordship would pass from the present family. Manfred is 

a usurper, and is obsessed with the idea of continuing his family and 

retaining his power; this obsession makes him cruel, violent, and 

unscrupulous. He is not so by nature: it is fate, and the nature of 

his position as a usurper - for he knows that his grandfather killed 

Alfonso, the righti'ul heir - which has moulded his nature. Because of 

2 . Blrkhead, p. 45. 
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this obsession, Manfred makes his absurd accusations against Theodore, as 

he sees his heir destroyed and suspects the import of Theodore's inform-

ation that the miraculous helmet is like the one on the statue of Alfonso 

the Good in the church of St Nicholas. BehinO. mos t of Manf'red' s schemes 

lies a fierce pride which will not stand any rebuke, and which suppresses 

any impulse of the old Manfred, who existed before the obsession with the 

prophecy: "Manfred's heart was touched. He forgot his anger in his 

astonishment; yet his pride forbad his owning himself affected ll (p. 55). 

Though his speech reveals him as passionate and impulsive, yet he can be 

politic and cautious: "Injurious as this challenge was, Manfred reflected 

that it was not his interest to provoke the marquis. He knew how well-

founa.eel the claim of Frederic wasil (po 59). He inspires sympathy e~ a 

man bOlmd and increasingly enclosed by his destiny, but sympathy is largely 

revoked for his callous treatment of his wife and daughter. Hailo traces 

l".'ianfred's prototype to Shakespeare, basing his theory on a fairly literal 

interpretation of Walpole I s comment in his second preface , that, d.espi te 

his claim to have created a new species of romance, he should be IImore 

proud of having imitated, however faintly, and at a distance, so masterly 

a pattern, than to enjoy the entire merit of invention." Railo takes 

this to mean that IIShakespeare was Walpole's model in other matters than 
. 5 

in the juxtaposition of the sublime and. the naive." While one may 

reasonably suspect that, if Walpole had intended. this, he would have 

said so more d.irectly, after being so specific about the origin of lithe 

deportment of the domestics", still it is tempting to see with Raila a 

5Railo , p. 52. 



type of the romantic tyrant in Leontes of The Winter's Tale, with his 

causeless jealousy and blustering language, and also with his inherent 

nobility of character, which has imposed upon it the insane jealousy_ 

In Hamlet there is a persistent melancholy ancl the same brooding darkness 

which is typical of the romantic tyrant, and at the end of Hamlet we --
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remain tmcertain as to the true nature of Hamlet's melancholy and passion; 

the air of mystery and enigma is preserved, as it is 'with the Gothic 

villains. Railo also suggests that Shakespeare's theme of usurpation 

(The Tem;ees~, l!:acbeth, H~let, Kin_~ Lear, Qyp1beline)influenced Walpole 

4 in the construction of his plot. 

While Mrs Radcliffe has left no preface acknovrledging her indebt;.. 

edness to Shakespeare or Walpole (though we know she was very familiar 

with Shakespeare and VIas certainly acquainted with The Castle of Otranto), 

her tyrants generally come from the same mou..ld as Walpole's Hanfred. They 

are proud, imperious, and sensitive of their authority and status; they 

are impelled upon their course of villainy by motives of pride, ambition 

ana. revenge; and the cause of their harshness and unscrupulousness is 

often some hidden crime, committed either by the tyrant himself or by his 

family. The secret crime pollutes and corrupts internally, and provides 

4Clara McIntyre (1921, p. 665) points out some striking similarities 
between The Winter's Tale and Mrs Radcliffe's '.'Tork. In,TIle Ita~, Olivia 
escapes fr"om "h"er husbandand lets him think her dead, just as Hermione does. 
In A Sicilian Romance, the Marchioness is restored to her children, who have 
long believed her dead; the sitlmtion is similar to the restoration of 
Hermione to Perdita. Adeline's situation in The Romance of the Forest 
resembles Perdita's: her death was ordered by her uncle, but the man order­
ed to kill her relents and she is rescued by La Motte. So IJeontes orders 
Antigonus to al)andon Perdita in "some remote and desert place", but she is 
rescued by the shepherd. Indeed, Shakespeare's romances may be seen to 
have contributed much to repeated themes such as confused identity and 
relationships, rejection by parent and final restoration, and hidden or 
unexplained vvlckedness. Even Hrs Ractcliffe' s repeated shipwrecks may have 
their inspiration in the shipwrecks of the Shakespearian romances. 
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the air of black enigma and mystery about the tyrant, until it is confessed 

on a death-bed or explained by the authoress. 

Mrs Radcliffe's first villain, Malcolm of Dunbayne, is "proud, 

oppressive, revengeful, mighty in injustice, and cruel in power", a man 

"whose understanding might Dave reached the happiness of virtue, but whose 

aotions displayed the features of vice." In his death-bed confession, he 

reveals that, from "boundless ambition", he haa_ caused his nephew to be 

hidden, and given out that he was dead, in order that he might take over 

his sister~in-Iaw's property. He has killed the Earl of Athlin, and, 

with Osbert in his power, plans to force the dead Earl's daughter, Mary, 

to marry him, his motives being a mixture of passion and revenge: "For 

the first time he welcomed love, as the instrument of his revenge; and 

the charms of Mary were heightened to his imagination by the ardent colours 

of this passion" (p. 115). The fact that the reason for his desire for 

revenge is not made clear, but that revenge is assumed to be a natural 

and inclispensable quality of the romantic tyrant, is an indication of 

how much Malcolm is a wooden copy of the traa.itional villain, and how 

distant he is from his successors, Montoni and Schedoni. There is no 

physical description of him, and little understanding of him can be gained 

from his speech in a book which is written almost entirely in reported 

speech. The situations which a villain like Malcolm creates, however, 

look back to Manfred and forward to the more rounded villains yet to be 

created by Mrs Radcliffe. The hidden crime, the usurpation, the death-

bed confession, the attempt to force a helpless girl into a marriage 

which is repugnant to her, and the cruelty of the villain within his own 

family, become standard characteristics of the Hadcliffean villain, while 



as a cons;equence of his villainy arise the pursuit of the maiden, with 

hairbreadth escapes and final restoration to her true lover, the rein­

statement of the true heir to his rights, and the rewarding of the virt-" 

uous and punisllIDent of the guilty in the familiar Shakespearian pattern. 

As an individua:l, though, Malcolm of Dunbayne remains colourless and 

uncompelling. 

The tyrant of A Sicilian Romance represents only a negligible 

advance on Malcolm. The Marquis of Mazzini is "a man of voluptuous and 

imperious charae-ter • • • naturally of a haughty and overbearing dispos-

ition.1l His character is marked by a "spirit of proud vindictive rage." 
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Like Malcolm, he acts violently towards his own family, and carries the 

guilt of a secret crime - he has locked his' wife away in an empty wing of 

the cas:tle (the situation Jane Austen draws on in Northanger Abb~) in 

order to marry again. He tries to force his daughter to marry the odious 

Dt~e of Luovo, and is thus responsible for Julia's flight and all the 

exciting events which arise from it, while at the same time he impris;ons 

his son for trying to assist Julia. While the book as a whole shovfS 

some advance on The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayn~, in that the techniques 

of slow suspense and hint,S of terror and the supernatural are starting to 

appear, Maz.zini remains doll-like and unconvincing, and there is no attempt 

to analyse or penetrate his character. Interest remains centred in the 

plot, which is a fast-moving succession of dramatic sitlmtions; indeed, 

it is probably the most crowded of Mrs Radcliffe's plots, and the later 

Mrs Radcliffe of The Italian would know' how to achieve her effect from a 

plot with less action and episode. In A Sicilian Romance., many plot 

episodes seem to be squandered, for the summarizing, reported speech 
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narration is still evident e Of interest is the appearance of a secondary 

villain, the Duke of Luovo, who, though he remains entirely without dis­

tinotion of oharaoter and is important solely for his part in the plot, 

anticipates La Motte in The Romanoe of the Forest. They are men of 

milder manners, generally, than the villain, and they playa seoondary 

role in the perseoution of the heroine. They laok the single-minded pur-

pose of the villain, and they do not have his dark melancholy or oommit~ 

ment - they are, in faot, only a tool for the villain, and will be discard-

ed if they do not serve his purposes. Count Morano, in ~e Mysj;!:..ries of 

Udolp1.!£, and Spalatro, in The Italial2., also f'all into this olass. 

In The Romanoe of ~e Forest, the Marquis de Montalt has murdered 

his brother, and placed his niece, Adeline, in a oonvent. Vfuen she refuses 

to take the vows of' the religious order - a motif oocurring in A Sicilian 

Rom~~ and The Italian as well - he orders her to be murdered, but the 

plan fails. We are told that "the passions which ha i stimulated him to 

so monstrous a deed were ambition, and the love of pleasure. The first 

was more immediately gratified by the title of his brother; the latter 

by the riches which would enable. him to indulge his voluptuous inclinations" 

(III. 295). His passion for Adeline, in ignorance of the fact that she 

is the niece he had wanted murdered, is the closest Mrs Radcliffe allows 

herself' to get to the incest theme, which Walpole had used most boldly in 

his horrifying The Hysterious Mother. Description of the }.'iarquis is 

scanty: we are told that he "had an air of dignity" and that tithe spirit. 

and fire of his countenance made the impression of time upon his features 

less perceptible" (1. 218) . The energy and dark grandeur which are qual-

Hies of the later villains are starting to appear: the Marquis is not so 



much a ranting, angry puppet as are Manfred, Malcolm, and Mazzini. The 

Marquis is a man who likes to keep his own hands free of blood-stains -

he is more of a politician, and prefers to direct his crimes from a dis­

tance, in the manner of' a f'astidious reprobate who dislikes public appear-
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ances. He appears to lack the immediate ruthlessness of his preo_ecessors, 

and does not act without careful consideration, andowithout weighing some 

of the rights and wrongs of his policy: IIlHe] delayed the execution of' 

his horrid purpose from a timidity natural to a mind not yet inured to 

enormous guil til (1110298). His secret crime is hinted at in the skeleton 

in the chest, the rusty dagger, and the manuscript which Adeline finds. 

In this book, it is in the treatment of the secondary ty.cant that 

Mrs Radcliffe makes a more significant aclvance. La Motte is in the power 

of' the Marquis, and finds himself' in a confusion of loyalties between him 

and Adeline. He is a man who would be good but who is compelled by 

circumstances, which mostly arise from his own weaknesses of character, 

to do wrong. His initial error, which led to all his subsequent mis-

fortunes, was not a grand passion, but a weakness for gambling. This 

exemplifies his su1)ordinate, menial nature: he is a timid man, who hides 

in a derelict abbey, and who, having put himself in the power of the 

Marquis by robbing him, lives in terror of confrontation. He is worried 

and harassed, and commits his crimes not from motives of ambition or 

pride, but for reasons of self-preservation. Mrs Radcliffe takes some 

care to explain his basic weakness of character, which suggests that she 

is at last trying to provide a more psychological motivation in order to 

make her characters more interesting: 



Pierre de la Motte was a gentleman, descended from an ancient house­
of France. He was a man vrhose 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 m~m; 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 judgement and subdued principle. Thus 
he was a man, infirm in plITpose 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. 

(1.6-7) 

It is gratifying to see La Motte confronted with moral problems, and to 

s;ee a character who shows himself in varying mooels. He is the firs t 

character to stand between a'clear division of good and bad: previous 

villains may have been good in the past but at the time of the action 

in the book they are incorrigibly evil. La Motte evokes our contempt 

for his fawning attitude to the Marquis, but at the same time we feel 

pity for his helplessness~ and this duality of-response is new also. 

Other villa.ins have not been seen in situations of humility and abase-

ment, and JJa Motte cannot command the respect we feel for the pride and 

stature of a Montoni. Contempt is evoked by J.Ja Motte t s s_tooping to 

common highway robbery to support himself, but at the same time there 

is pity that he should find this necessary - the Montonis just d.o not 

find themselves in such situations. At least JJa Hotte's virtue can 

withstand the pressure of the Marquis's orders to murder Acleline, even 

though he is not· able to defy the Marquis openly. He is possibly the 

most ambiguous of Mrs Radcliffe's characters. 

With Montoni, the Gothic villain reaches a full flowering, and 

the authoress takes more pains to describe him carefully, while at the 
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same time retaining the air of mystery and dark, obscure purpose. He dies 

a mysterious death in prison, supposedly poisoned, a prisoner of the senate, 

who considered him lIa very dangerous person. 1I The political activities 

which are connected with Orsino's mysterious visits at Venice, and with 

. his sudden departure from Venioe even at the necessity of postponing Emily's 

marriage to Morano, remain in the background to suggest dark misdeeds and 

wrong use of power. Mrs Radcliff'e deliberately creates around him a feel-

ing of enigma: we are told that he is sullen, proud, gloomy, bad-tempered, 

and revengeful, but we are never told why he is like this or what his 

origins. are. He is not required to account for his actions, so we never 

learn vrhy he goes to Udolpho or what he plans to do there. His ultimate 

designs are never known, though his immediate designs of getting Madame 

Montoni's and Emily's estates are clear. Compared to him, Manfred, M:alcolm 

and Mazzini are l..moomplicated and strightforward, for we feel that there is 

nothing unexplained about them by the time the book is finished. Vfe are 

not sure whether Montoni carries with him the guilt of a secret crime or 

not; his gloomy and secretive nature suggests that he may, but we never 

find out. While his aims remain obscure and incomprehensible, the aims 

of the other villains are· clear. For the first time, Mrs Radcliffe 

emphasises physical appearance as a reflection of the person within, with 

particular reference to the eyes, the windows:. of the soul. Thus Emily 

finc1s herself repelled from him by looks alone: 

The fire and keenness of his eye, its proud exultation, its bold 
fierceness, its sullen watchfulness, as occasion, and even slight 
occasion, had called forth the latent soul, she had often observed 
with emotion; while from the usual expression of his countenance 
she had alvmys shr1..mk. (p. 157) 
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At his first appearance he is described, with the apparent aim of early 

establishing the way in which his appearance alone may inculcate fear: 

His visage was long, and rather narrow, yet he was called hana_some; 
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. (p. 122) 

She becomes observant of changes in his manner which are reflected in his 

eyes, and she learns to interpret his coUntenance: 

Emily observed, that, at the mention of any daring exploit, Montoni's 
eyes lost their sullenness, and seemed instantaneously to gleam with 
fire; yet they still retained somewhat of a lurking cunning, and 
she sometimes thought that their fire partook more of the glare of 
malice than the brightness of valour. (pp. 172-175) 

His malice appears in his treatment of anyone who opposes him. 

His wire, who, seeing the true character and station of the man she has 

married, stubbornly refuses to sign over her properties to him, he worries 

to death; Count Morano, whom he suspects of havL'1g attempted to poison 

him, he has thrown into a secret Venetian prison by means of the Demmz-ie 

secret<=:.., which receives "anonymous information, concerning persons, who 

may be disaffected towards the state." Though an unspectacular method, 

for a villain, of obtaining revenge, it is efficient. To ~nily, threat-

ening in her turn to withhold from him the properties, he vows all his 

vengeance: III have a punishment which you think not of; it is terrible!" 

Emily is saved from the awful punishment by the seige of Udolpho, so we 

never learn what Montoni had in mind. 

Another development in the villain figure which appears with Montoni 

is the forceful, demonaic will which allows him to dominate all those he 

deals with. It is an inclefinable quality, perhaps inher1 tea_ from Mil ton's 

Satan, which makes itself felt in his fearlessness, his driving energy, 



and his ovm special aura, which is mentioned at his first introduction: 

MThis Signor Montoni had an air of conscious superiority, animated by 

spirit, and strengthened by talents, to which every person seemed invol-

untarily to yieldlf (p. 122). It is reflected in his bearing and temper-

ament, which are stolid and unbending; while his temper is not even, it 

remains within controllable limits, which gives him the advantage over 

Morano in their duel, when Montoni speaks !lin a cool sarcastic tone of 

voice" and Morano Ifin a tone of unrestrained vehemence. II He is not at 

all susceptible to the imagination, which is as well, since he chooses to 

live in a c'astle which is a constant source of terror to the imagination·-
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oriented heroine. He has no sympathy for Emily's request for a room with 

a door which can be locked from the inside, and he alone is undismayed 

when the voice echoes him during the conference at his table. Though 

angered and "disordered", he denounces it as a trick then and on the 

second occasion. 

With the advent of Montoni, character at last is no longer sub­

ordinate to incident, and the plot is not quite as breathless as, for 

example, that of ~an Romance. The long and frequent passages of 

landscape description establish a more leisurely air, but so too does the 

chance to pause and consider the strange qualities of 1;lontoni. While 

Mrs, Radcliffe is at least attempting to enquir,e into the motivation of 

a character, and build up an intriguing picture, there is still little 

character development. Pierre de 1a Motte shows a tendency to be intro~ 

spective and selfkocritical, and does reform after Adeline provides for 

him in the country of his banishment, but Montoni goes to his death 

unrepentant and unchanged. In giving Montoni such a quiet death, and 



mentioning it virtually in an aside, Mrs Radcliffe may have been wanting 

to maintain the air of mystery about him; but it seems a flaw in the 

structure of the novel to build up such a strong character and then allow 

him to slip out of sight so quietly. After the episode at Chateau-le­

Blanc begins, Montoni is mentioned only twioe, in cursory summaries. 

Like Milton's Satan, Montoni attraots more ~ttention than the designated 

hero or heroine, who remain merely ciphers, and it is with some relief 

that VIe turn from the tearfulness of Emily or the whining of Madame 

Montoni to the refreshing strength of Montoni. 

-If the abrupt dismissal of Hontoni from the foous of attention 

suggests that Mrs Radcliffe had tired of her oreation, then it is not 

surprising that her next villain should come from a different background 

and tradition, while sharing the melancholy, mysterious qualities of his 

predecessors. The Italian was published soon after Matthew Gregory 
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Lewis's The Monk, and it is reasonable to assume that Schedoni Ylas created 

under the influenoe of Lewis's depraved monk, Ambrosio. The relationship 

between Mrs Radcliffe and "Honlell IJewis is an interesting one, for Lewis 

admits to having been inspired to oontinue his romanoe after having read 

~tysterie~_~do~s>; while Mrs Radcliffe seems to have written 

The Italian as a protest against the excesses of The Monk, and as a 

vindioation of her oml style of work. The Monk oreated a sensation 

for its treatment of lust, incest, violenoe, and demonic powers, all 

desoribed with undismayed realism, but or edit is due to Lewis for intro­

duoing the figure of the romantic monk to English literature. The 

irreligious monk had been a popular figure in German literature since 

the days of the Reforma.tion, and an anti-Papal influenoe may be readily 
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discerDed in his crimes and duplicity. Mrs Raa_cliffe herself had already 

shown anti-Roman Catholic tendencies, but it was not the convinced mistrust 

of an informed person but the involuntary fear of an English Protestant 

nourished on mythical stories of Roman Catholic custom. As has been 

mentioned, the use of a southern setting brought with it not only the 

new landscape and national characteristics, but also the mystique of 

religious practices knoVin only by tradition and rwnour, and feared for 

being different. Mrs Radcliffe's attitude towards Roman Catholicism as 

shown in her work is curiously ambivalent: she sees some attraction in 

the quiet seclusion and peaceful life of a convent, but its restrictions 

and severity displease her. She suspects monasteries and convents of 

being centres of superstition and loose living, and she shows this tend-

ency even in The Castles of Athlin ~d DunbaY!.l2., when she describes a 

ruined abbey as fla monument of mortality and of ancient superstition." 

In A Sicilian Romance she provides an example of the popular caricature 

of a monk: 

He was lifting a large goblet of wll1e to his lips, and was roaring 
out, "Profusion ana_ confusion, II at the moment when the Duke appeared. 
His appearance caused a general alarm; that part of the company who 
were not too much intoxicated, arose from their seats; and the 
superior, dropping the goblet from his hands, endeavoured to assume 
a look of austerity which his rosy countenance belied. (1.186) . 

She describes the monastery of st Augustin, where Julia takes refuge, 

with an unusual malevolence: 

Here prejudice, not reason, suspended the influence of the passions; 
ana_ scholastic learning, mysterious philosophy, and crafty sanctity, 
supplied the place of wisdom, simplicity, and pure devotion. (11.27) 

In The Romance of the Forest, Adeline recounts her days spent in a convent, 

and gives her reasons for resisting pressure to take the vows: 



Too long I had been immured in the walls of a cloister, and too 
much had I seen of the sullen misery of its votaries, not to feel 
horror and disgust at the prospect of being added to their nlrrnber. 

(1. 91) 

However, the arguments which Adeline's Lady Abbess uses to persuade 

Adeline are the same as those to which Mrs Rac1_cliffe herself seems 

susceptible in The Mysteries of Udolpho, if the reaction of Emily can 

be supposed to have authorial approval: 

She described the serenity of a monastic life - its security from 
the seductive charms, restless passions, and sorrowful vicissitudes 
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of the world - the rapturous delights of religion, and the sweet 
reciprocal affection of the sisterhood. ('rhe Romance of the Forest,· 1. 94.-) 

During her stay at the convent, the peace and sanctity that reigned 
within,· the tranquil beauty of the scenery without, and the delicate 
attentions of the abbess 8,no_ the nuns, were circumstances so soothing· 
to her mind, that they almost tempted her to leave a world, where she 
had lost her dearest friends, and devote herself to the cloister, in a 
spot, rendered sacred to her by containing the tomb of St Aubert. 

(The Mysteries of Udc:l.:eho, p. 89) 

Lewis's Ambrosio and Mrs Radcliffe's Schedoni share some character-

istics but diverge on others. They both carefully cultivate a public 

image which masks their hypocrisy, and both strive to give an appearance 

of great sanctity, the better to conceal their true natures. The sins 

which each is covering up differ, however: Ambrosio is concealing passions 

which demand immediate gratification, while Schedoni is guilty of an 

obsessive desire for power - "Ambition was one of his strongest motives 

of action. 11 It would be inconceivable for Mrs Radcliffe to attribute to 

one of her characters the sins of Ambrosio; they hover very delicately 

in the background, however, as incest and murder of a brother in Schedoni f s 

past and the near-murder of his niece, Ellena. Schedoni shares with 

Malcolm, Mazzini, Montalt and Montoni the haughty pride and dark melan-

choly which is a generic characteristic, but he bears it with a greater 
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intensity, and, seemingly, a greater awareness, as if it were a cultivated 

pose which has beoome so natural to him that it is a pose no longer. A 

quality of the earlier villains which he does not share is their luxuriant 

self-indulgence as noblemen. His horrors are more obsoure, beoause they 

lie not in readily apprehended faults but within himself. Mrs Radcliffe 

gives him a full introduotion and develops in great detail his outward 

appearance, particularly as it refleots his strange oharaoter: 

His figure was s~triking, but not so from grace; it was tall, and, 
though extremely thin, his limbs were large and u.YlOouth, ana. 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 charaoter, and gave an effeot to his large 
melancholy eye, whioh approaohed to horror. His was not the melan­
choly 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 oan not easily be defined. 
It bore the traces of many passions, which seemed to have fixed the 
fes,turee they no longer animated. .An habitual gloom and severity 
prevail ea. over the deep lines of his countenance; and his eyes 
were so piercing that they seemed to penetrate, at a single glanoe, 
into the hearts of men, and to read their most secret thoughts; few 
persons could support their sorutiny, or even endure to meet them 
ufioe. (pp. 5~55) 

This Medusa·-like, hypnotic quality of his eyes is used repeatedly. A 

look from his eyes is sufficient to oause Ellena, in the scene on the 

beaoh, to quail: 

As he drew near, he viewed her askance, without lifting his head; 
but she peroeived his large eyes looking from under the shade of 
his cowl, and the upper part of his peculiar countenance. Her con~ 
fidence in his protection began to fail, and she faultered, unable 
to speak, anet scarcely daring to meet his eyes. (p. 220) 

During his las t hours in pri·son, Schedoni' s decline is reflected in 

his appearance, and his eyes remain full of potent expression to the 

last: 



Vfuen he unolosed his eyes, death was in them. He was yet nearly 
insensible; but presently a faint gleam of reoolleotion shot from 
them, and gradually lighting them up, the charaoter of his soul 
appeared there. (p. 402) 

Schedoni becomes a sort of Gothic superman, suggesting limitless 

power and personality. To the Marchesa he" appears as "a spectre rather 

than a hwnan being. His visage was wan and wasted, his eyes were sunk 

and beoome nearly motionless, and his whole air and attitudes exhibited 

the wild energy of something ~. not of this earth" (p. 110). In his 

conversation with the Marchesa, his argwnents have an extraordinary 

cunning; as he works out his purposes, we feel the strength of his 

almost superhtunan will, foroing and moulding people to his designs. 

Many of his sohemes, such as th~kidDapping of Ellena, or the oommitting 

of Vivaldi to the Inquisition, 'are carried out from a distanoe, so that 

VIe have the impression of a malevolent power controlling people from a 
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place of advantage. Like those of his predecessors, his chief motivations 

are pride ana. ambition. To salve his pride, insulted by Vivaldi's attack 

in the church of the Spirito Santo, he works with the Marchesa On her own 

plans for revenge, which gives him opportunity for avenging himself; and 

the collaboration also satisfies his desire for promotion, denied him in 

his mvn brotherhood. 

With Schedoni, Mrs Radcliffe's blacks and whites of character 

become grey again. He undergoes a conflict of will as he stands over 

Ellena, knife in hand, and he shows some positive feeling towards her 

when he discovers that she is, as he believes, his daughter. He seems 

a changed man as he returns with her to Naples, and, as he ponders the 

difficulties of his new situation, brought about by his ovm tmexpected 
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feelings of conscience; we almost forget that he is the same man who has 

cold-bloodedly advocated the murder of E.'llena. Mrs Radcliffe is so care-

ful to describe the difficulties which this change of loyalties will place 

before him that she almost seems to be in sympathy with him. 

A steady development, then, can be seen from J.irs Radcliffe's early 

villa:i,ns, the unelaborate stock figures, to the later ones, figures of 

considerable individuality, who possess personal ql~lities which elevate 

them above the level of the other characters and make them the focus of 

attention, to the point where the last in the line, Schedoni, becomes of 

sufficient importance to have the book named after him. The same process 

cannot be discerned in the succession of heroines: these differ from one 

another in name only. There is a development in the presentation of the 

heroine, as it becomes wider, partly as a result of the booka' becoming 

longer, and partly as a result of increased attention to character por-

trayal; but if ],lary of The Castles 0:t:.~hlin an~_unbaY11.e is a prelim-

inary sketch of Julia, Adeline, Emily, and Ellena, these later portraits 

are merely embellishments of the first outline. The heroines all share 

the same distinctive traits, and the similarities begin with physical 

appearance. They are all, needless to say, beautiful. Mary is', given 

little description, but she is referred to as lithe lovely Mary", and she 

has "fine auburn tresses. 1I Julia sets the pattern with her description -

The figure of Julia was light and graceful - her step was airy -
her mien animated, and her smile enchanting. (A Sic:l1i~~~, 1.11) 

- while the picture of her sister Emilia is remarkably similar in 

its outline to that of Adeline: 

The person of Emilia was· finely proportioned. Her complexion was 
fair, her hair flaxen, and her dark-blue eyes were full of svreet 
expression. (A Sicilian Romance, 1.11) 
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[Adeline's) figure [was) of the middling size, and turned to the 
most exquisite proportion; her hair was dark auburn, her eyes blue, 
and whether they sparkled with intelligence, or melted with tender­
ness, they were equally attractive. (The ~~~~~~he Forest, 1.75-74) 

The figure, hair and eyes are considered in turn, and the eyes have shining 

through them some of the heroine-like qualities. This expression revealed 

in the face is given more attention in the description of Emily: 

In person, Emily resembled her mother; having the same elegant 
symmetr-y of form, the same delicacy of features, and the same blue 
eyes, full of tender sweetness. But, lovely as was her person, it 
was the varied expression of her countenance, as conversation awaken­
ed the nicer emotions of her mind, that threw such a captivating 
grace around her. (The Mysteries of Ud_~:e!10, p. 5) 

The same pattern is followed wi th Ellen~a Rosalba: 

Her figure had a distinguishecl air of delicacy and grace. Her 
features were of the Grecian outline, and though they expressed 
the tranquillity of an elegant mind, her dark blue eyes sparkled 
with intelligence. (The Italian, pp. 5-6) 

The result of these descriptions is. th8.t the heroines remain 

virt~~lly faceless: their faces, be they ever so beautiful, are fea-

tureless and anonymous. The qualities which show in their faces are 

those which Mrs Radcliffe sees as the basic requirements of virtuous young 

maidenhood. They are well-bred, exquisitely sensitive, intelligent, even~ 

tempered, modest, and always decorous. They are all carefully educated, 

or, rather, their "understanding is cultivated". They are accomplished 

in elegant pursuits such as drawing, and they are all interested in music. 

Emily sings enchantingly to Montoni I s party in Venice, and what is signif-

icant is that we are not told previously that she can sing, but that it 

is taken for granted that such an accomplished young lady can sing, and 

no well-bred reader would be surprisecl by this. Most heroines play the 

lute, that peculiarly romantic instrmnent, and they derive considerable 
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consolation f'rom being able to sing or play to the mountains, forests, or 

stars. Adeline and Emily both have a remarlcable ability to compose their 

thoughts into impeccably rhyming stanzas, and their verse is invariably 

heavily beclewed with sentiment and poetic diction - Emily's "ridgy waves" 

and "deathf'ul quiver" and Adeline's "whelming billows" establish them 

firmly as eighteenth century young ladies, ~espite their creator's part-

icularity as to their sixteenth or seventeenth century background. Their 

sense of propriety and decorum is most highly developed, and tends to take 

an unduly high place in their scale of concerns. Julia, like Ellena, is 

reluctant to escape with her lover from a f'orced match, for the sake of 

propriety: "She would escape the dreadful destiny avraiting her, but must, 

perhaps, sully the purity of' that reputation, which was dearer to her than 

existence. " Perhaps this excess,ive concern for reputation is an inheritance 

from Pamela and Clarissa Harlow. Emily, invited to Chateau-Ie-Blanc from 

La Vallee, and resolutely rejecting Valancourt on acco-unt of' his supposed 

misdemeanours, finds that "though she wished to remain in the quiet shades 

of her native home, she could not avoid perceiving the impropriety of' 

remaining there alone, since Valancourt was again in the neighbourhood." 

Numerous instances reinf'orce the feeling that these young ladies give 

propriety too high a priority. 

The question of why these heroines are so dull and insipid must 

arise. The answer probably lies partly in the fact that virtue is boring,and 

unromantic, while sin is exciting and romantic, ancl hence the villains are 

more interesting. The heroines' virtue comes too easily to them for it 

to be an admirable quality: without a struggle for virtue, there is little 

cause for adL1iration. For the same reason, their f'aces would be more 
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distinctive if they were not of such uniformly perfect form. Fanny Price 

of Mansfield Park is not easily liked for the same reasons. Fanny makes 

a bad impress,ion with her weak health - she is a heroine who cannot cut 

roses without getting a headache. So too do Mrs Radcliffe's heroines 

become tiresome in their propensity for fainting and weeping. It is only 

slightly gratifying that Julia a.oes suffer from the ignominy of sea-sickness, 

for "she lay fainting with terror, as well as sickness" as she and Ferdinand 

are overtaken by a storm. Even here, terror is the primary cause of fainting. 

There is also the shade of Pamela hovering over them, with her "virtue re-

warded", and I,ll'S Radcliffe ena.s each book with a neat and maudlin moral. 

In The Castles of Athlin and Dunba~!e it praises justice: 

Virtue may for a time be pllrsued by misfortune, .. and justice be 
obscured by the transient triumphs of vice, - but the power whose 
peculiar attributes they are, clears away the clouds of error, and 
even in this world establishes his THRONE OF JUSTICE. (p. 280) 

In A Sicilian Romance, we learn "that those who do only TH.AT WHICH IS 

RIG-HT, endure nothing in misfortune but a trial of their virtue, and from 

trials well endured derive the surest claim to the protection of heaven" 

(11.192). The moral of The Romance of the Forest is most Richardsonian: 

"Their :rormer lives afforded an example of trials well endured - and their 
, 

present, of virtues greatly rewarded; and this reward they continued to 

deserve" (III. 347). It would be repetitive to repeat the morals drawn 

at the conclus ions of :rhe Mys terie~~ of Udolpho. and .TI~<~ .. J~alJ.an - it is 

sufficient to say that they complete a pattern which is somewhat distaste-

ful. 

The heroines' dullness and unlikeableness is also partly due to 

their excess of pride, self-esteem, and awareness of superiority. They 
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are always right. Vl'nen confronted by a tyrant, all their unimpeachable 

honesty and rectitude come to the fore as they answer with "mild dignity" 

and II dignified tranquilli ty" • In the most distressing situations they 

retain their composure and sense of decorum, and deliver their self-

righteous rebukes in speeches remarkable for their irrefutable logic and 

judgement, their disdain, and for their careful balancing of clauses in 

delicate patterns. 1m example is Ellena's retort to the abbess at San 

Stefano: 

liThe sanctuary is prophaned: it is become a prison. It is only when 
the Superior ceases to respect the precepts of that holy religion, 
the.precepts which teach her justice and benevolence, that she herself 
is no longer respected. The very sentiment which bids us revere its 
mild and beneficent laws, bids us also reject the violators of them: 
when you command me to reverence my religion, you urge me to condemn 
yourself. 1I (The Italian, pp. 84-85) . 

The heroines would seem more human and more likeable il they could occas-

ionally be seen at a loss for words, and getting the worse of such a 

confrontation. 

It is worth noting that Mrs Radcliffe twice introduces a s;econdary 

heroine - Clara in The Romance of tI:e Forest and Blanche in The Mysteries 

of Udolnho. 
• JL 

Both girls are more mawkish thqn their elders, and both are 

part of a seemingly irrelevant digression, to tell the tale of Clara and 

her lute, and of Blanche's expedition to the Pyrenees, which virtually 

repeats material from the early part of the book. Clara and Blanche 

could be so easill dispensed with, and are so completely uninteresting 

and vapid, even in comparison with their elders, that one wonders why 
I 

Mrs Radcliffe bothered to introduce them, or, onoe introduced, why she 

devoted so much space to them. 

The noble young hero falls under the same judgement as the heroine: 
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he is too virtuous, too generous, too impeccable in his manners, to be 

interesting or s~npathetic. He stays in the background most of the time, 

coming forward at appropriate times to asswne his traditional role of 

rescuing his lover and defending her'from attack, and of denouncing and 

avenging villainy. He too has a high1y developed sense of propriety, and 

would never consider compromising the·reputation of his lover. There is 

never any evidence of physical attraction between hero and heroine: it 

is platonic only, unseemly passion being left for the villain and his 

henchmen - the Marquis de Montalt and Count Morano. These men try to 

secure their lady by carrying her off, while the hero only offers his love. 

His part is essentia1ly that of the hero of the historical romance, and he 

undergoes an elaborate love ritual which subjects his faithful love to 

trials, dangers, tests, and obstacles, which form a sort of perilous quest. 

While he is always prepared to fight for his lover, he rarely has to prove 

his devotion by doing so, and only Theodore is actually physically injured. 

The hero is not required to undergo the terrors Ylhich the heroine suffers 

his terror is more often confined to Vlondering what is happening to his 

lover. Valanoourt, for instance, is in Paris while Emily is a prisoner 

in Udolpho. He may encounter physical dangers, but, exoept in the case 

of Vivaldi in the prisons of the Inquisition, never the more debilitating 

terrors of compulsion, kidnapping, and_ mystery. The argument that virtue 

is unattraotive applies to the heroes too, but they are even less likeable 

than the heroines, for we feel that they do not deserve even the automatio 

sympathy which is due to those who suf'fcr. 

Devel.opment of the hero through the novels is negligible: he is 

the same prediote.ble figure in T~e Ital-i~ that he is in The Cas tles of 
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Athlin and ptmbayne. The authoress's attitude towards· him changes a little 

in The Italian, where Vivaldi is subject to criticism f'rom Schedoni which he 

is f'orced to acknowledge is justif'ied. Schedoni asserts that "he has a 

susceptibility which renders [him) ea.pecially liable to superstition", and 

Vivaldi "blushed at this reproof', noY! conscious of' its weakness" (pp. 397-398). 

Vivaldi has the same tiresome excess of' virtue, though, and the same aware-

ness of' it. In the f'ollowing passage he is determining on a policy of' 

absolute scrupulosity: 

• • • but he exulted in the recti tude,. which had pres erv eO. him f'rom 
debasement, and, with the magnanimous enthusiasm of' virtue, he almost 
welcomed suf'ferings, which Vloulcl prove thefirmIless of his justice 
towards an enemy; f'or he determined to brave every thing, rather 
than impute to Schedoni circtllustances, the truth of which he possessed 
no means of ascertaining. (p. 325) 

It is tempting to regaro. such a passage as having overtones of irony, but 

it is difficult to see Mrs Radcliffe being ironic at the expense of any 

of her heroes or heroll1es. When Vivaldi (who is more of a politician 

than his predecessors) bribes a guaro., Mrs Radcliffe hastens to explain 

that it was only for Paulo's advantage - she would not like any ill to be 

thought of Vivaldi. 

The hero, then, is little more than a symbol for Mrs Radclif'fe 

of idealistic virtue and heroism, and as long as he is f'ulf'illing his 

traditional role, she apparently sees little reason to spend time on 

involving him in interplay of' character. 

Mention should be made of an interesting group of characters who 

fall into the category of' villainess. These women are scheming and 

ambitious, and will not stop short of criminal actions to carry out their 

plans. The type first appears in A Sici~ian Romanc~, where Maria de 
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Vellorno, Mazzini's second wife, schemes against her step-daughters and 

finally poisons her husband; her policy is to "seek relief from the 

pressure of disappointment in afflicting the innocent. 11 Madame La Motte, 

in The Romance of the Forest, has some of the qualities of this type in 

her jealousy of Adeline and suspicion of her husband, but she does not 

have the innate maliciousness or vindictiveness of Mario de Vellorno. 

Madame Gheron, in The Mysteries of Udolpho, seems at first to be a villain­

ess in the making, but after she becomes Madame Montoni, her ambition is 

seen to· have been only foolishness, and as her pretensions, and condescen­

sions towards Emily, become more pointless, she becomes a pathetic figure. 

The Marchesa Vivaldi, of The Italian, is the b"est example of a villainess;' 

like the other characters in this book, she is relatively rOlmded, and 

her seJ.f=interestecl plotting against Ellena, and her readiness to act 

even against her own son, place her decidedly in this category. Moreover, 

she has the astuteness of her male counterpart, as is ably demonstrated 

in her conversations with Schedoni. 

The conception of this sort of woman remains fairly dim in Mrs 

Radcliffe's work, but the figure reappears in Lewis IS The Monk, in the 

form of Matilda. Matilda is an assistant to Lucifer, and is actually a 

female clemon. Her beauty, as well as her occult power, seduce Ambrosio, 

ancl her schemes have a viciousness and single-mindedness which Mrs Radcliffe 

may have been im:i,tating in her portrayal of the March,esa Vivaldi. 

Mrs Radcliffe's strength does not lie in character portrayal. 

She seems unable to expand upon the set of characters which she inherited 

from Walpole, and no character, with the possible exceptions of La Motte 

and Schedoni, shows any inclividuality, or anything to make him interesting. 
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Even Montoni is only a reproduction, albeit full and masterly, of a type 

of character: he lacks the nuances and oddities of an individual. There 

is little evidence in her journals that she was even very interested in 

people, although, as in her novels, there is ample description of natural 

scenery. Her greater contribution to the novel - certainly to the Gothic 

Novel - may have been in her development of a definite technique for 

creating suspense and terror. 



57 

CHAPrER THREE 

If it is not development of character which keeps one reading a 

Radcliffe novel, then it is almost cer:tainly an incentive of much more 

immediate effect, viz. suspense. A person of as respected judgement as 

Henry Tilney could not lay down The Mysteries of Udolpho, but finishecl it 

in two days, his hair standing on end the whole time. Mrs Radcli:ffe I s 

manipulation of plot to effect suspense becomes quite deliberate, if not 

obvious, and she is generally acknowledged to be a mistress of suspense. 

She develops her use of suspense from a minor, rather insignificant place 

in The Castles of Athlin ~nd Dlmbayne to a dominating position in the 

narrative technique of The Hysteries of Udolpho, which is so heavily load­

ed with suspense situations that it would be better, as far as the reader 

is concerned, to describe them as "potentially suspenseful situations", 

since the frequency of them makes a sharp response unlikely. It is some-

thing of a relief that The Ita.=U.an depends for its suspense not so much on 

the worn-out devices used in The j\~steries of Udolpho as on a much more 

dramatic plot. 

A broad division may be made of the types of suspense which Mrs 

Radcliffe uses, into suspense of situation, which may extend over a period 

of time, and which legitimately involves the reader in the emotions of the 

characters, and that sort of suspense which the reader comes to see is 
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merely for titillating his responses. 

The first type of suspense, thus divid_ecl, is not the commoner, but 

is more likely to be sustained over a long period. The best known example 

of such suspense is probably the black veil, made doubly famous by Jane 

Austen's reference to it in Northanger AbbeX, in the discussion between 

Isabella Thorpe and Catherine Morland, to whom the black veil acts as the 

pivotal point of suspense in their reading of the novel. Bet-ween the 

first mention of the black veil and the final solving, or explanation, of 

the mystery, come some four hundred_ pages, in most of which the black veil 

is forgotten. This type of suspense, which is important for a short time 

and is then virtually forgotten with the mystery unsolved, and which depends 

for its effect on unsatisfied curiosity, usually leads to an explanation 

in the final tying up of all the threads. So the strangeness of the 

circumstances of Adeline's first appearance in The Romance of the Forest, 

weeping and distraught in an isolated cottage on a !ZinI£.l>e~like heath, 

is laid aside until the end of the book, when all is made known. No overt 

reference is made to the mystery of her background after La Motte takes her 

away, but this initial dramatic and mysterious scene makes slJfficient impact 

for it to be kept at the back of the mind, and to cause a memory of it to 

return when Adeline bewails her orphaned, friendless state. The circum-

stances of the night which Vivaldi and Paulo, in The Italian, spend locked 

in the fortress of Paluzzi, remain unexplained until the end. It is 

obvious that they are shut in there to enable Ellena to be kidnapped, but 

the bloodstained garments and the groans heard through the 'Nalls are not 

accounted fo;r' until the final confession of Schedoni. This use of suspense 

maintained in the background becomes rather like·that which is the staple 



of a detective novel: the reader is mystified by events - who did it? 

how was it done? - but knows that at the end a figure will come forward 
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and explain everything which remains in doubt. Sometimes Mrs Radcliffe, 

in her official position as ne,rrator, does this herself, as in the con­

clusion of 1'h,e Mysteries of Udolpho, or a character may divulge everything 

on his death-bed, as Schedoni does in The Italian. 

The suspense may be maintained by a deliberate repetition of a 

mysterious event, the best example of this being the mysterious music which 

Emily hears wherever she goes in The Mysteries of Udol.EE2.. Music is one 

of Mrs Radcliffe's favourite effects: she was fond of it herself, and 

in the memoir preceding the 1826 edition of Gaston de Blondville we learn 

that lIat the opera. she was a frequent visitor, and on her return home 

would sit up singing over the airs she had heard, which her quickness: of 

ear enabled her to catch, till a late hour. lli As Miss McIntyre puts it, 

IIher heroines, in gazing at a beautiful landscape, are almost as sure to 

hear sweet music as they are to compose poetry.1I2 The music may come 

stealing mysteriously out of the forest as the heroine watches pensively 

from. her window, 'or it may playa more dramatic part in the narrative, 

when it interrupts a conversation. In !-,!,le Mysteries of UdolpE£, as 

Dorothee is telling Emily the story of the (lead ~;;.archioness, they are 

interrupted by the music which Emily heard there at the time of her father's 

death; Dorothee reminds Emily, in case we have forgotten, that she first 

heard the music soon after her lady's (leath, and she creates such a feeling 

of superstitious awe in Emily by asserting that it is the music of spirits, 

1Gaston de Blondvi~le, 1826, p. 99. 

2 McIntyre, 1920, p. 86. 
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that Emily nearly ~aints. When the music is ~irst mentioned, on the 

~irst visit to Chateau-Ie-Blanc, it is discussed in a comparatively 

rational ~ashion as La Voison explains its history, but he sets the pattern 

o~ reaction to the music by telling all the local versions o~ its origin -

that the woods are haunted, that the music comes to war.a people o~ their 

death, that it retreats into the woods as it is ~olloVled. In this way 

the atmosphere o~ the music is established, so that when the music recurs, 

the read_er's mind recalls the sense o~ mystery which surrounds it, and 

suspense is maintained. A very e~~ective scene which uses music in 

The Italian occurs while Sched_oni and the Harchesa, in the co~essional 

of the church o~ San Nicolo, are projecting the murder of Ellena. As 

Schedoni begins to describe the house where he plans the murder will take 

place, he is interrupted by "a few low and querulous notes of the organ.!! 

The well chosen "querulous" suggests the purpose of the notes, for the 

Marchesa, guilty and nervous, reacts immecliately: "'Vfuat mournful music 

is that?' said the Marchesa in a faultering voice, 'It was touched by a 

fearful hand! Vespers were over long ago! 'II As she realises that it is 

the music of a first requiem, the music works directly and strongly upon 

her guilty soul: 

The Marchesa was much a~~ected. "That body is now cold," said she 
to hersel~, Itwhich but an hour ago was warm and animated! Those 
fine senses are closed in death! And to this condition would I 
reduce a ~eing like mysel~! (po 177) 

Another type o~ suspense is that which lasts for a limited period 

and is then ended by the ~ears of the character being allayed. The 

suspense is not intended to last any longer than the brie~ episode, but 

this does not detract ~rom its e~fectiveness; indeed, the effectiveness 
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of short-term suspense is often greater than that of suspense which is 

maintained, for often, by the time the reader is reminded that many chap­

ters ago occurred an unexplained and mysterious event which is now occurring 

again, his reaction is likeJ.y to be jaded. Ellena's stay at the house 

on the beach, waiting to be murdered, consists of a series of such short, 

suspenseful episodes. On her first night, she hears Spalatro ascend to 

her room, and send his accomplice down again for Vlflat she assumes is a 

stiletto, but they do not enter the room. To make up for this disappoint-

ment, we are then told that her room has a secret door so that an assassin 

can enter whenever he likes, so the relief is only temporary. The attempt-

ed poisoning is the next episode, followed closely by the enColmter on the 

beach, when Schedoni loses his resolution. The suspense takes another 

turn and focuses on Schedoni, as his guilt contends with his resolution, 

and his newly awakened apprehensions contend with the determination of 

Spalatro. The crisis is reached as he bends over the sleepll1g Ellena, 

ready to plunge the poniard into her bosom, and he sees and recognises 

the miniature she wears. When he claims her as his daughter the suspense 

is over; the main question which the reader has been awaiting an answer 

to, Will Ellena be killed? is now answered, but only after a series of 

preliminary questions, Will she be killed now? A similar pattern under-

lies the episode in J'he J',:ysteries of Udolpho in which Blanche and her 

party encounter the bandits in the f~tress in the ~Jrenees. The suspense 

starts as the Count benevolently tells Blanche that such places are some­

times the asylum of smugglers, and with the strange behaviour and appear­

ance of the men who are wi thin, the reader becomes avrare that all is not 

well - as a_oes the COUl1t' s party, though they a_are not show their concern. 

.. 
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Once established that the men are indeed smugglers, the suspense changes 

from, ~~at are these men? to, Will the COlmt's party escape? until their 

timely rescufrby Ludovico gives the expected answer and the episode is 

ended. The episode is bound together from its start by the suspense 

inherent in the sense of danger of the fortress even as they approach it, 

made apparent by the stormy and the fierce landscape which must be crossed 

to reach it, as well as by the appearance of the fortress, "whose portals 

were terrible even in ruins." Within the episode are the two distinct 

directions which the reader's curiosity follows. 

1m example of suspense which lasts for only one brief episode and 

is then quite concluded is the arrival of Louis de la Motte at the Abbey 

in The Romance of the Forest. This episode is carefully prepared for, 

since when La ?Jotte comes upon him after the soldiers have been searching, 

Louis' back is turned so that La Motte does not recognise his son, and 

flees in fright. When Adeline encounters him in the cloisters, maximum 

use is made of the suspense potential in the meeting, even though it is 

soon clear that the stranger is a civilised gentleman. It occurs to 

Adeline, as he follm'ls her, that he might enter the closet and surprise 

La Motte at the trap-door, and this is just what happens: "who can paint 

the distress of Adeline, upon seeing the trap-door gently raised, and 

La Motte himself appear. II Then the suspense can be maintained no longer, 

for the stranger'.s identity must be made known. Even then the ambiguity 

is maintained for as long as possible, with Louis' "'Hah!''', which, with 

what has already happened, could easily be interpreted as a cry of triuJllph, 

until the next sentence, describing their lmexpected reaction to each 

other, finally ends the suspense. 
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A very similar type of suspense occurs in an episode in The Castle~ 

of Athlin· and D.unbayne, as Edric and Alleyn, escaping from Malcolm IS 

castle through the tmderground tunnels, think they are close to the exit 

from the oastle. They have already encountered. darkness, a dead body, 

and the Baron's mura.ering men, when, as they suppose they are about to 

make good their escape, a neat statement brings the suspense to a new 

peak: lIan abrupt turning in the passage confirmed at once this suppos-

ition, and extinguished the hope which had attended it", as they see four 

armed men faoing them. Again the suspense is maintained ~~til the last 

possible moment, as .Alleyn advances with drawn sword, and it is not until 

the sound of his voice in the challenge is recognised that the four men 

are seen to be friends. 

In all of these examples, the suspense is carried on for as long 

as reasonably possible, so that the reader does not knOVl a moment before 

the characters do what the outcome of the events will be. .An episode of 

suspense may contain wi thin itself several different foci of suspense, 

contributing to the major point of curiosity; or it may be a single 

isolated episode. A book such as The Mysteries of U.~o).Eho may be seen 

as a telescoping of one central point of curiosity vnthin numerous others, 
. / 

which in turn telescope into others: so the central, overall question is 

always, What is going to happen to Emily and Valancourt? - while other 

questions frequently arise - Vfuat is going to happen to ~nily while she 

is a prisoner in Udolpho? or, on another level, What is going to happen 

to Emily, a prisoner in Udolpho, at this particular point in the narrative? 

Thus, there is a merging and blending of' the different levels of suspense, 

so that the plot becomes a complicated cycle of episodes within episodes, 
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each contributing to the overall effect. 

A technique of suspense for which f,lrs Radcliffe is well k.l'J.own, 

for she did over-use it, is that of leading the reader on in expectation 

of something exciting, only to leave him feeling foolish as the expected 

terror turns out to be something quite mundane and harmless. This 

technique is one of her more vulnerable points: as J,M.S.Tompkins remarks, 

"The sophisticated reader soon finds these shocks tedious and refuses to 

5 answer to the cry of 'Wolf, wolf.! II The process soon becomes tiresome 

when one knows that the suspense is only a titillation leading nowhere • 

. The commonest use involves an anti-climax. The scene is set for 

some awful happening, the heroine is swooning expectantly, but it is a 

fals e alarm. Emily, in her chamber at Udolpho, hears a loud knocking 

on her door, a heavy weight falling against it, and. a breathing on the 

other side. Her mind goes throt~h all the possible explanations, and 

she concludes that she is about to be murdered. She thinks she hears 

footsteps ascending to the inner a.oor of her room, so she chooses the 

lesser of two evils and opens the outer door: 

On opening the door, she was very near falling over a person, who 
lay on the floor without. She screamed, and would have passecl, but 
her trembling frame refused to support her; and the moment, in which 
she leaned against the wall of the gall er-y , allo-.ved her leisure to 
observe the figure before her, and to recognise the features of 
Annette. Fear instantly yielded to surprise. (p. 500) 

The prolonged build-up of terror creates a potential which is put to no 

use, for the only thing missing in the build-up which is essential to 

Emily's tranquillity is the identity of the person outside the door. 

5Tompkins, 1932, p. 261. 
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Once this is known, the suspense collapses, and Mrs Radcliffe moves glibly 

into another key. Frequently a brief anti-climax will occur as a character, 

under pressure of events or emotions, jumps to an unwarranted conclusion 

or allows over-wrought feelings to distort normal judgement. As Vivaldi 

watches the ceremony of novitiation at the convent of San Stefano, he 

thinks he sees Ellena: 

When the priest prepared to withdraw' the white veil from the face of 
the novice, and throVi the black one over her, a dreadful expectation 
that she was Ellena seized him, and he with difficulty forebore step­
ping forvlard and discovering himself on the instant. The veil was at 
length withdrawn, and a very lovely face appeared, but not Ellena's. 

(p. 119) 

In an incident of this sort suspense is momentary only, and the technique 

is clumsy, for i~nediately another young woman appears, the same process 

of supposed recognition and lifting of the veil is gone through, and this 

time it is Ellena. It is too clear that the first, anti-clj~actic incid-

ent is there for the sale purpose of exciting further the reader's appre-

hensions, for it adds nothing to the plot and little to the atmosphere. 

These incidents of gratuitous suspense seem designed to play some part 

in the all-important atmosphere, but Mrs Radcliffe does better when she 

uses landscapes and sunsets, or a system of hints (the music, for example) 

than when she depends upon the reactions of characters in such incidents. 

The reader's own reactions become dulled by such pin-pricking, and the 

effect of such little incidents is one of tired, repeated disappointment. 

By the last chapters of The Mysteries of Udolpho, where this technique 

becomes most frequent, the reader comes to recognise the cues ancl prepare 

for the deflation. A good example of the attempt to add to atmosphere 

by using the 'over-sensitive reactions of a character is the scene in 

Chateau=le~Blanc, where Dorothee and Emily are examining the apartment of 



the late Marchioness. The atmosphere is built up carefully: it is 

emphasised that Dorothee has not been in the rooms since she followed 

her lady's corpse out twenty years ago, and that everything is exactly 
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as it was,_ except for dust and decay. The darkness, stillness, and sense 

of the past affect Emily, so that she "almost expected to have seen a 

human face ••• within the dark curtains", and, sure enough, as she 

turns from the bed, "Doroth~e, who had nOVl reached it, exclaimed, 'Holy 

Virgin! methinks I see my lady stratched upon that pall - as when last 

I saw her!' Emily, shocked by this exclamation, looked involuntarily 

again wi thin the curtains, but the blaclmess of the pall only appeared" 

(pp. 552-555). This is leading up to the actual movement of the pall 

by the smuggler concealed underneath, but the foolishness of Dorothee's 

illusion is irritating, ancl tencls only to destroy the atmosphere which 

has been carefully built up: the nervous tension is dissipated by this 

false alarm. 

This type of suspense based upon contrived misunderstandings is 

not successful, nor is that which depends upon delaying tactics - a 

garrulous servant is-reluctant to pass on his important information or 

come to the point of his story. The maid or valet is present in all 

Mrs Radcliffe's novels, ana. they share a simple-mindedness and naivety 

which is reflected in their conversation. As in Fielding's novels, it 

is only the lower classes who are given dialogue which has any resemblance 

to natural speech, and the landlady in The Romance of the Fores~ uses the 

same colloquial expressions as the landlady at Upton in Tom Jones. Mrs 

Radoliffe copies her talkative servEwts from Walpole, who claims that 

his clomestics have a Shakespearian inspiration, looking back to the 
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II hum our of the grave-diggers, the fooleries of Polonius, and the clumsy 

jests of the Roman citizens. 1l4 Walpole and lJrs Radcliffe both use their 

domestics for plITpOSeS other than comedy, for their very garrulousness 

provides an opportunity for suspense by delaying the imparting of their 

information. The pattern becomes standard: the servant arrives with 

something to tell, and the alarm of the mas:eer or mistress ensures that 

the reader's curiosity will be aroused; whereupon the servant either 

becomes incoherent, or he refuses to abbreviate his story and come to the 

point. In either case it is a simple method of delaying. The more the 

master protests, the slower the servant becomes, and there is no guarantee 

that the servant's information will be important anyway. The servant is 

most assiduous in avoiding answering the questions put to him. Walpole's 

and Mrs Radcliffe's servants are very similar: 

Walpole: 
··Oh, my lord! said Jaquez, Diego has seen such a sig..ht! your highness 
would not belief our eyes. -1V'l1at ne\,! absurdity is this? cried Manfred -
Give me a direct answer, or by heaven - Vlhy, my lord, if' it please 
your highness to h~ar me, said the poor fellow; Diego and I - Yes, 
I and Jaquez, cried his comrade - Did I not forbid you to speak both 
at a time? said the prince. (The Cas.!1~..9.L9!Ianto, p. 31) 

Mrs Radcliff e: 
"Vlhat happened?1I said Schedoni, hastily. 
"Vlhat I am going to tell, Signor. My cousin livea. there at the 

time; so, however unbelievable it may seem, you may depend upon it, 
it is all true. My father knows I would not believe it myself till _II 

IIErlOugh of this, II said Schedoni; "no more. 'What family had this 
Barone - had he a wife at the time of this destructive shock?1I 

"Yes, truly, Signor, he had, as I was going to tell, if you but 
condescend to have patience. 1I (The Italian, p. 270) 

In this way Mrs Radcliffe manages to stretch the story out over many 

pages, ana. she develops the technique from Walpole's limited use of it to 

4Walpole, p. 31. 



the point where a protracted story becomes inevitable whenever a servant 

is required to speak. Walpole regarded it as a comio devioe, and Mrs 

Radcliffe uses it for comic effect and suspense. Unfortunately, Mrs 

Radoliffe's sense of humour is rather ponderous - there is no oomparison, 

for instance, bet'ween the dialogue of the servants; in Tom Jones, which 

provides much genuine humour, and the slow-footed ramblings of Mrs Rad­

cliffe's sel~ants. As for suspense, the deliberate process of holding 

out a bait and then snatching it away becomes as irritating to the reader 

as to the master, and kills rather than provokes suspense. 

tedious can raise a fright. 

Nothing 
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The delaying technique is present everywhere, and may be used with 

more effect than the examples just mentioned. As Ellena is escaping from 

San Stefano, she is overcome by fatigue and wealmess, and twice is com~ 

pelled to stop to regain her strength, while the reader wonders whether 

she Vlill actually reach the gate, or be disoovered before she gets there. 

Adeline, reading the manuscript, is delayed by the light going 01.4 t) 

and by an excess of emotion which forces her to stop - so the reading is 

spread over ihree chapters. Dorothee is about to tell Emily the story 

of the Uarchioness, and is just extracting a promise of secrecy from 

Emily when the dinner horn sounds, and she must go; nor can she continue 

that night for she must go to the dance of the vintage. Many pages later 

the promised story is finally divulged. In A Sicilian Romance, vincent 

is about to reveal a horrid secret connected with the mysterious happenings 

in the south wing, but breathes his last as he starts to speak. 

The attempt to provide incidental suspense in these ways is not 

one of' Mrs Raa.clif'fe I s most successful techniques : it is too obvious. 



More skilful is her use of atmosphere: as suggested in Chapter 1, her 

landscapes frequently play a part which extends beyond being background, 

as they show moods and reflects emotions, and the gloomy scenes are a 

source of constant tension and llilderlying horror. Even here, though, 

repetition dulls suspense - as Ernest Baker says, Mrs Radcliffe "seems to 

regard [banditti] as, a kind of local fauna. ,,5 Repeti tion is also us eel 
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On a wider scale, especially in The Mysterf.es of Udolpho, in the repetition 

of the stay in Udolpho by the stay in Chateau-Ie-Blanc: the ghostly motifs 

are too simila.r, and the repetition of strange events too exhausting for 

both Emily a.nd the reader. The incident of a maid falling outside Emily's 

door is repeated, for example, with the same effect on Emily = "Fear 

depr:i.ved her of the po'wer to move ll 
= and there is just the same feeling 

that the reader is oVled an apology for being disappointed. It would have 

been t:i.d:i.er if the book had ended with the escape from Udolpho - as it is, 

it "gasps on for twenty chapters or more. 1I6 

Suspense is also created by use of a simple structural device 

which is used more skilfully in the later novels. It involves having 

two scenes of action, and leaving one at a dramtic moment to return to 

the other. In The Castles of Athlin and Dunbaype, there is potential for 

the use of this technique, but no advantage is taken of it the scene 

switches dully and clumsily from one castle to the other. By the time 

of The Italian, however, Mrs Radcliffe realises the possibilities of 

breaking the narrative at strategic points: thus we leave Vivaldi, 

supposedly about to be put to the torture by the Inquisition, to return 

5 Baker, p. 195. 

6MacCarthy, p. 175. 
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to Ellena, last seen being carried off from the chapel, and now being 

taken to the place of assassination. 

One of the best-knovm characteristics of Mrs Radcliffe's work is 

that her suspense, though it may be prolonged, will always end - there 

is always a perfectly rational and reasonable explanation for any myster-

ions event which has left the reader's nerves on edge or expectations 

unsatisfied. This does not apply, of course, to that type of. suspense' 

which involves a d.ravring out of the action or the growth of fear in a 

character - rather it is suspense provided for the benefit of the reader 

only, for sometimes the explanations do not come out in the course of the 

narrative but are inserted in a comment from the authoress. Mrs Radcliffe 

actually uses the supernatural only once, in her last novel, ~_a.ston de Blondville, 

where a flat-footed ghost does appear. Adeline I S dreams may also be 

s:upposed to be the result of supernatu:-cal influence - no explanation is 

ever given. All her other apparently supernatural manifeS',tations turn 

out to have a thoroughly reaso~1.able source, whereas Walpole uses the 

supernatural quite tmashamedly. The Ca.stle _of. ptranto is entirely depend-

ent for its plot structure upon the appearance of the giant Alfonso, and 

there are nwnerous incidents of unabashed supernatural intel~ention. No 

attempt is made to account for them - it is assumed that they do not re~ 

quire any explanation, and sometimes the expressionless presentation is 

more reminiscent of comedy than horror, as, for example, when the three 

drops of blood fall from the nose of the statue of Alfonso. The Mysterie.s 

of' Udolph~ contains the most examples of' Mrs Radcliff'e' s mysteries which 

turn out to be only devices f'or maintaining the reader's curiosity. 

Emily is instructed by her dying f'ather to destroy his letters; in doing 
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so she inadvertently looks at one and sees a "sentence of dreadful import". 

Though curious, she completes "the triumph of integrity over temptation" 

and burns the letters. At several points it is suggested, very delicate-

ly and inCl.efinably, that Monsieur st Aubert may not always have been a 

model of integrity, and that these letters have some bearing on his obscure 

past. In the last chapter, the mystery is explained - the letters dealt 

with unhappy family affairs which st Aubert wished to protect Emily from, 

so they have been nothing but a device to keep the reader's curiosi~ 

alive. The strange music which is generally supposed to have a super-

natural source tUTI1& out to have been played by the mad nun, alias Signora 

Laurentini, as she walked in the woods at night. It was an indulgence 

granted her against the rules of the convent and therefore kept secret, 

and "thus the mysterious music of Laurentini had combined with other 

circumstances, to produce a report, that not only the chateau, but its 

neighbourhood, was haunted,lf The echo of Uontoni's voice as he starts 

to tell his friends about the disappearance of Signora Laurentini, which 

we are long left to suppose is some indication of supernatural disapproval, 

turns out to have been the voice of a prisoner who has discovered a passage 

behind the walls which is unknown to Montoni. Railo suggests that this 

device has its source in Walpole's The Mysterious Mother, where a strange 

echo frightens plotting monks. 7 The person who appears on the castle 

walls at night, supposed to be a supernatural visitant, turns out to be a 

prisoner who is allowed by his guard to go out for a breath of air. It 

is this process of rationalisationVThich Jane Austen parodies in Northanger 

Abbey-: Catherine l.1orland, who has apparently been reacling !~e p'om~~ of 

7Railo , p. 63. 



~?e Fo!eE!, finds a manuscript in a chest, and is about to read it, 

expecting it to be a dying message, when she accidentally snuffs out the 

candle - another parody of the Radc1iffean model, as are the gust of 
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wind and the distant sounds which "next arise. Next morning the manuscript 

turns out to be a 1aQDdry bill. 

Early critics commented on this reasonableness imposed upon 

romanticism, and the feeling was that the explanations were a cheat and· 

robbed the novels of their abiding interest by destroying the mystery: 

once read, the outcome is known, ana. there is no mystery left. Coleridge 

remarked, "Curiosity is raised oftener than it is gratified; or rather, 

it is raised so high that no adequate gratification can be given it; the 

interest is completely dissolved when once the adventure is finished, and 

the rea(1.er, when he is got to the encl of the work, looks about in vain 

for the spell which had bound him so strongly to it.,,8 While strenuous­

ly avoiding any strain on the reader's credulity, she taxes the patience 

of the reader, especially when she goes so far as to add a learned foot-

note to back up her explanation. When Emily is leaving Udolpho the first 

time, a storm comes on, and a flame appears at the point of Bertrand's 

lance. Emily is re1iev~d "from some of the terrors of superstition" by 

Ugo's explanation that it is an omen of a storm, and Mrs Radcliffe, to 

make sure, adds, "See the Abbe Berthe10n on e1ectricity." 

Her limitations lie in her failure to satisfy the expectations 

which are aroused by her suggestions: her ovm imagination fails to provide 

what the reader's imagination is awaiting. On the other hand, as Arthur 

Cooke points out, once the practice of the explained supernatural is 

8Quoted in Varma, p. 106. 
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accepted, the rational reader has the challenge of puzzling out the natural 

causes for the seeming supernatural: "Thus the Gothic romance was trans-

formed from a kind of ghost story into a kind of elaborate brain teaser, 

9 a sort of battle of wits between the author and the reader." Cooke 

quotes the Critical R~vie!" which commented on this nell aspect of the 

Gothic novel in its review of The, !':!,ysteries of Udolpho: 

[Mrs Radcliffe} delights in concealing her plan with the most 
artificial contrivance, and seems to amuse herself with saying, 
at every turn and doubling of the story, "now

1V
ou think you have 

me, but I shall take care to disappoint you." 

Thus the rational eighteenth-century rea8_er has the pleasure of super-

natural terrors- without his reason being offende8_, and the faculties of 

imagination and intellect are called upon as well. 

Mrs: Radcliffe stands between the blatant improbabilities of Walpole 

and the crude excesses of "Monk" Lewis. Walpole's ghosts are real enough, 

but remain well-bred and basically decorous; Mrs Radcliffe's hints and 

suggestions may send a genteel shiver down the spine, but with IJewis there 

are no half measures, and his chrunber of horrors makes the blood curdle. 

Mrs Radcliffe does not depend upon violence of action: she uses instead 

"the maximum of apprehension without any vulgar effusion of blood.,,11 

There are corpses and bloodstains, but they are not usually important -

the bodies may not belong to persons worth naming, and they act only as 

another catalyst in the build-up of suspense. Even the celebrated corpse 

9 Cooke, p. 454. 

10nid • 

11 Baker, p. 194. 



behind the black veil is only a wax image - unpleasant, but with nothing 

of the sheer gruesomeness of the body of Agnes' baby in The Monk, which 

Lewis dwells on with relish: "Often have I at waking found my fingers 
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ringed with the long worms which bred in the corrupted flesh of my infant" 

(p. 596). The interest in Mrs Radcliffe's novels lies not so much in the 

actions themselves, as in the careftu description of the effect of an 

impending action on a character, an effe'ct usually of fear; or as Tompkins 

puts it, "Her theme is not the dreadful happening - very often nothing 

dreadful happens - but the interval (luring which the !p.enace takes shape 

and the mind of the victim is reluctantly shaken by its impendence.,,12 

Mrs: Radcliffe often appears to be interested in the psychology of 

the development of fear, and at times this almost provides her with a 

defense against the accusations of false frights, as she makes it clear 

that the terror often does not exist in something external, but rather 

exists in the character's mina., and is the result of stress. Emily st 

Aubert is the heroine vlho is most susceptible to the imaginary terrors, 

and she provides a full study of a person, normally stal)le and rational, 

whose judgement and reason are affected by circumstance. Her nature is 

early described as having "a degree of susceptibility too exquisite to 

admit of lasting peace." No Gothic heroine could be without this sus­

ceptibility, but Emily treats it as a weakness which must be overcome. 

At times she is able to detach herself from it and see how foolish such 

a weakness appears in others, but at other times she is too oppressed 

by circumstances or feelings to resist. To give way to the imagination 

12Tompkins, 1952, p. 258. 



is deemed a weakness and a fault, and in this respect Mrs Radcliffe is 

true to her century, in that reason is seen to be the strongest part of 

the mind. 

Mrs Radcliffe's supernatural, then, is present only in the over­

wrought minds of the characters, and, inasmuch as the minds of the read­

ers participate in the tUl~oils of the characters, in the minds of the 
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readers • Mrs Radcliffe frequently insists upon this point by emphasising 

that the terror is in Emily's imagination only, and the reader may get the 

impression, from a careful reading, that the authoress is suggesting that 

it is his OWTl fault if he allows his oml sus:ceptibili ties to be played 

upon. As Emily enters Udolpho for the first time, she is filled with 

foreboding, and "her imagination, ever awake to circumstance, suggested 

eyen more terrors, than her reason could justify" (p. 228). Certainly, 

if the reader's mind is sensitiye to Emily's mood, he too will feel the 

vague terrors, but Mrs Radcliffe cannot be cri ticisecl for falsely rai&ing 

a fear of the supernatural: she makes it quite clear that it is ~nily's 

imagination which we are seeing at work, and she further comments on this 

in the next paragraph: nOne of those instantaneous and unaccountable 

convictions, which sometimes conquer even strong minds, impressed her 

with its horror. 1I It is on such occasions that the conflict between 

imagination and reason appears, and when imagination is the stronger, 

fear is the result. In Udolpho, Emily's imagination has much to dwell 

upon. A feeling of terror is brought on by the gloomy surroundings and 

by Montoni' s unaccountable behaviour, but for Emily there are also the 

irrational terrors: liTo these circumstances, which conspired to give 

her just cause for alarm, were now added those thousand nameless terrors, 



which exist only in active imaginations, and which set reason and 

examina tion equally at defiance" (p. 240). Thus there may be real 

terrors and imaginary terrors, and once the mind has started to yield 

reason to imagination, it is prey to any impression. Emily comforts 

herself with this argument when she is embarassed by the simplicity of 

the explanation of the face under the pall in Chateau-Ie-Blanc: "8he 
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was surprised, that she could have suffered herself to be'thus alarmed, 

till she considered, that, when the mind has once begun to yield to the 

weakness of superstition, trifles impress it with the force of conviction" 

(p. 635), Imagination is most likely to conquer reason when the mind is 

occupied with or affected by disturbing emotions, such as bewilderment, 

solitude, or grief. The figure on the ra.mpart seems to Emily, under the 

strain of detention in Udolpho ana_ puzzled by the circumstances of its 

appearance, to be a supernatural figure. Hovlever, when the first fright 

is over, she feels a_iff'erently - "When her spirits recovered composure, 

she looked around for some other explanation ll 
- and she considers all 

the reasonable possibilities in turn. Reason fails to satisfy her, how-

ever, so "imagination again assumed her empire, and roused the mysteries 

of superstition." Further rationalisations again fail to satisfy her, so, 

again, lithe suggestions of imagination seized her mind with all the force 

of truth, and she believed, that the form she had seen was supernatural" 

(p. 360). Mrs Radcliffe at no point says it is supernatural; she says 

only that Emily thought it was, because of the power of imagination in her 

mind. Vfuen she returns to La Vall~e after the death of her father, Emily 

is crushed by grief as the familiar scenes recall past happiness, and this 

mood makes her senses very receptive to a feeling for the supernatural: 
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liThe 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 sudclen terror of something supernatural" (p. 95). In a revealing 

paragraph, Mrs Radcliffe sheds much light on her understancling of the 
.".f1l' .. 

workings of fear in a susceptible mind: 

The solitary life which Emily had led of late, and the melancholy 
subjects, on which she had suffered her thoughts to dwell, had 
rendered her at times sensible to the 'thick-coming fancies' of a 
mind greatly enervated. It was lamentable, that her excellent 
unclerstanding should have yielded, even for a moment, to the 
reveries of superstition, or rather to those starts of imagination, 
which deceive the senses into what can be called nothing less than 
momentary madness. (p. 102) 

For Mrs Radcliffe, therefore, the supernatural can exist only 

as a fancy in a disorderecl mind, which the reader can share according to 

the extent of his involvement with the characters. To the lower classes, 

espeoially servants, the supernatural is a reality which no rationalising 

can undermine, and the 'lmquestioning nature of their belief in the super~ 

natural constitutes a dividing line between classes. In A Sicilian 

Romance, a light is seen in the deserted south wing of the castle. The 

family is puzzled, perhaps nervous, but "in the minds of the vulgar, any 

species of the wonderful is received with avidity; and the servants did 

not hesitate in believing the southern division of the castle to be 

inhabited by a supernatural power" (I.19). 

Mrs Radcliffe accepts no responsibility for anything supernatural -

to allow oneself' to believe in it, even momentarily, is a weakness. Emily 

recognises this, and is able to see the foolishness of superstition when 

it appears in others, even though she is vulnerable herseJ.f: 

The certainty that Horano vias not arrived, a110"1eo. her to smile at 
the superstitious terror, which had seized on Annette; for, though 



she sometimes felt its influence herself, she could smile at it, 
when apparent in other persons. (p. 247) 

After enduring the terrors, real and imaginary, of Udolpho, Emily has 

become wiser, and her imagination does not react so readily to circum-

stances. Even so, reason is not yet completely dominant: 

Emily smiled, and, remembering how iately she had suffered herself 
to be led away by superstition, determined now to resist its con­
tagion; yet, in spight of her efforts, she felt awe mingle with' ~ 
her curiosity, on this subject. (p. 490) 

••• and this unaccountable circumstance ••• affected Emily's 
imagination with a superstitious awe, to which, after having 
d.etected the fallacies at Udolpho, she might not hav~ yielded, 
had she been ignorant of the unhappy story, related by the house­
keeper. (p. 557) 

In The Romance of the Forest, Adeline is affected in the same 

way. As she sits in the abbey late at night, 8,11 al~ne, reading the 

manuscript with "distempered senses", she imagines she hears sighs and 

sees figures: 

While she sat musing, her fancy, which now wandered in the regions 
of terror, gradually subdued reason ••• Her imagination refused 
any longer the control of reason, and turning her eyes, a figure 

• appeared to pass along an obscure part of the chamber • • • 
All remaining quiet, after some time she began to question whether 
her fancy had not deceived her. (I. 59-60) 

In The ItaliaE" as has been mentioned, the supernatural does not 

form an important part of the terror motif. Its possibility is alluded 
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to, though, in the scene in the fortress at Paluzzi, chiefly by the super-

stitious servant, Paulo, and in the strange happenings in the prisons of 

the Inquisition.' Vivaldi is tempted to accept the supernatural as an 

explanation for the latter, but reason is dominant in him: 

"I have heard of the spirit of the murdered," said he, to himself -
"restless, for justice, becoming visible in our world -" But Vivaldi 
checked the impeTfect thought, and, though his imagination inclined 
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him to the marvellous, and to admit ideas which, filling ancl expand­
ing all the faculties of the soul, produce feelings that partake of 
the sublime, he now resisted the propensity, and dismissed, as absurd, 
a supposition, which had begun to thrill his every nerve with horror. 

. (p. 547) 

Ellena is not troubled by Emily's weakness of giving way to imagination. 

(J!le example shows the difference between the tYro heroines. Ellena, 

travelling with Schedoni, suspects that the malevolent Spalatro is follow-

ing them: 

No human figure stole upon the vacancy; yet the apt fears of Ellena 
a~nost imagined the form of Spalatro gliding behind the columns, and 
she started as the air shook over the wild plants that wreathed them, 
before she discovered that it was not the sound of steps. At the 
extravagance of her suspicions, however, and the weakness of her 
terrors, she blushed, and endeavoured to resist that propensity to 
fear, which nerves long pressed upon had occasioned in her mind. 

(~he Italian, pp. 260-261) 

Emily, under similar circumstances, suspects some supernatural manifest-

ation: 

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 suda.en terror of some­
thing supernatural. (~he Mysteries of' Udolpho, p. 95) 

The physical factors are the same - the rustling sound and the half-seen 

movement - and the states of mind are similar, but the later heroine 

has a suspicion of natural things rather than supernatural. Emily, in 

Ellena's position, would have supposed the figure to be a supernatural 

form. 

A significant result of the importance of suspense is that the 

novels become much more dramatic in structure than those of Richardson 

and Fielding. Those writers used elaborate plots in which every incident 

played its part in the working out of the plan, but interest is not so 
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much in what is going to happen finally - that is usually clear enough 

an~1ay - but in how it will happen. We know that Clarissa will be ruined 

by Lovelace, and we know that Tom Jones will marry Sophia Western, so our 

interest is centred on how these actions will be brought about, especially 

in the case of Tom .Jones, where Fielding deliberately introo_uces clifficul t­

ies so that the main direction of the plot must seem to be thwarted. Clara 

McIntyre13 claims that the chief interest in these writers lies not so 

much in the plot itself, even though it is complicated sometimes, as in the 

characters and their reactions to the ~lot, and then argues that in Ann 

Radcliffe's novels, interest is centred on the plot and the solution of 

the mysteries. Her method is a development of Walpole's initial, feeble; 

but seminal attempt to make the focus of the book the denouement. Walpole's 

attempt fails, at leas-t; for the modern reader, becaus e of the extreme 

improbability of his mysteries. Mrs Radcliffe takes pains not to alien-

ate her reader with improbabilities, and the great interest lies in how 

the mysteries will be solved - there is little interest in how the fortunes 

of the characters are going to work out. We know that Osbert and Laura, 

Alleyn and Mary, Julia and Hippolitus, Adeline and Theodore, Emily and 

Valancourt, and Ellena and Vivaldi will finally marry, and frequently the 

obstacles placed in their way are very similar to those which Fielding 

uses - the situation be~veen Emily and Valancourt after Emily has decisively 

rejected Valanco~rt for his supposed loose living is a parallel to Tom's 

near loss of Sophia. The distinction which Miss McIntyre makes lies, 

rather, in the fact that in Ers Radcliffe's work the motivation for reading 

on is created by slwpense, and in Fielding's and Richardson's by interest. 

13M.cIntyre, 1920, p. 77 ff. 
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There is interest in the question of how, in The Itali!1::.' Ellena is 

going to escape the designs of the Marchesa, but there is suspense in 

wondering whether she will escape the wicked abbess at San Stefano, or 

whether she will be murdered by Schedoni, o.r whether Vivaldi will escape 

the Inquisition. It is this element of nel~OUS anticipation which 

distinguishes Mrs Radcliffe from her predecessors, and it is this breath-

less quality which makes her novels amenable to dramatisation -

A Sicilian Ronance, The Romance of the ~~, ~e Italian, and Gaston 

de Blondville were all dramatised, ana. The. Mysteries .of Udolpho was 

14 considerably adapted for a play. 

While considering the corttribution of suspense to the dramatic 

aspect of the novels, other dramatic features may be mentioned. The 

influence of the Elizabethan and Jacobean playwrights has already been 

touched on, and is well covered by :Miss McIntyre. :L5 Of particQlar note 

are the echoes of Shakespeare which appear - it is apparent from notes in 

Mrs Radcliffe I s journals that she greatly admired and had an intimate 

knowledge of Shakespeare. In ~~an, the scene in which Schedoni 

and Spalatro are disputing who shall kill Ellena recalls £lacbeth, as 

Spalatro claims he is haunted by murdered figures from the past - liThe 

bloody hand is always before me!" - and as Schedoni finally says, "Give 

me the dagger, then ll (p. 250). The mysterious figure vlhich walks on the 

battlements of Udolpho suggests an original in the ghost of Hamlet. The 

14McInt-yre (1920) gives details of translations and dramatic 
versions, pp. 68-76. 

, 15 
McIntyre, 1921. 
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taste for the sensational is derived from the Jaoobean drama: the worm­

eaten wax image behind the veil, and the horror it inspires, repeat an 

incident in Webster's The Duchess of Halfi, 'where the Duchess is shovm 

the wax figures of her husband and children, to maJce her think they are 

dead. It is reasonable to suppose that Mrs Radcliffe was familiar with 

the Jacobean playwrights, for during the clecade preoeding her most pro­

'duotive years there was a revival of interest in their performanoes, and 

many of the plays were also reprinted. Miss McIntyre suggests several 

aspects of Mrs: Radoliffe f s novels which show that the drama may have been 

a souroe of inspiration. for more than just the sensational. There is the 

tena.ency towards violent and bloody scenes - Theodore and the Marquis, 

in The Romance of the Forest, fight a duel 'in which both are injured; 

Ellena, in ~li8.n, is twice abducted, and is frequently subjected to 

the threat of violence; :Madame l,{ontoni, in The Mysteries of Udol_pho, 

is treated most roughly by her husband. Poisoning,. a oharacteristic 

orime in the Renaissance drama, appears relatively frequently as a means 

of killing others or oneself. There is 'some preoccupation with death 

and its trappings, and a tenclency to brood over the details of death, 

reflecting, perhaps, the influence of the Graveyard Poets as well. The 

account of Madame Montoni' s burial takes advantage of all the dark assoc­

iations of death, with open graves and vapour-filled vaults, while 

Adeline's dream, supposedly inspired because she is sleeping close to 

where her father was murdered, is full of funereal details. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

In a discussion of Mrs Radcliffe's use of the Gothic castle, it 

is again reasonable to start with Walpole, from whom Mrs P~dcliffe inherit­

ed a collection of properties and machinery which became part of the Gothic 

tradition. In Walpole's book, the castle itself is the stage setting: 

without it, the story would be inconc:eivable, for the romantic atmosphere 

would be quite lost. Otranto was apparently modelled on Walpole's 

property at Strawberry Hill, which he, as a passionate follower of the 

revival of interest in antiquities, transformed into a kind of Gothic 

castle. Although little waS then known about the architecture of a real 

Gothic castle, his romantic additions - a chapel, a rouncl tower, stained 

glass- vlindoVTS - were sufficient, for him, to constitute a Gothic castle. 

In his preface to }?he Castle of ,9tranto, he makes it fairly clear that 

lithe author ll was describing a real castle, for, he says, "he seems frequen~G-

ly, without design, to describe particular parts" (pp. 5-6). He relates 

that the story originated in a dream, in which he saw the hall and stair­

case of Strawberry Hill blended vlith the portals of a Cambridge college, 

supposed to be Trinity. Walpole was not inventing anything new in using 

a haunted castle to provide an atmosphere of terror and gloom: it is 

necessary to look only as far as Shakespeare to find a similar usage. 

Macbeth's castle, though not haunted, makes its contribution to the feeling 
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of evil and darkness as Macbeth and Lady Macbeth purs:ue their crimes within 

its walls. The castle of Elsinor has a wanclering ghost, a tyrant, and 

bloody deeds - in fact, many of the elements of a Gothic romance. The 

first scene of Hamlet, on the castle battlements, in starlight, with the 

suggestions of the supernatural in the conversation of the guards, forms 

a most striking and enduring impression of a haunted, romantic castle. 

Elsinor is the stage setting for Hamlet and Otranto is the stage setting 

for The Castle o! Otranto, but there is a difference in that Walpole uses 

the castle as a complex piece of machinery, with many inner workings, and 

increas es its imp ortance until it becomes imbued wi th a life of its own 

and almost acquires the strength of another character. The castle becomes 

a most active force: parts of it actually move and act - the portrait and 

the statue - and the plot is closely mouJ.a.ed around it. 

This chapter will deal with Mrs Radcliffe f s use of the Gothic 

properties, especially the castle, which she inheritect from Walpole: 

her extension and sophistication of them, and her progress in adapting 

them until finally she seems to be becoming somewhat independent of them. 

Walpole's actual castle has an undistinguished appearance: he is primarily 

concernecl with what happens inside and under the castle 5 and does not 

utilise the physical facaa.e for any effect. However, though its setting 

and physical appearance are not mentioned, it contaD1s all the features 

which were to be,?ome requisite for Mrs Radcliffe - galleries, courtyards, 

furniture, chapel, underground vau.Lts and cells, secret passages and trap-

doors, and rusty locks. lJrs Radcliff'e ta!ces all these things, expands 

them and elaborates on them to produce her mID distinctive atmosphere, 

and adds her own contribution of decaying ruins. By the time of The 



Italian, she has dispensed with the castle al together, substituting for 

it a variety of ruins and awesome buildings. In fact, a castle as the 

stage setting, or at least as an important part of the setting, is used 

in only three of her novels - The Castles of A~hlin and Dunbayne, 

A Sicilian Romance, and The My..steries of Udolpho. In The Romance of 

the Forest the castle is replaced by a ruined abbey, and in The Italian 

by several ruins and the prisons of the Inquisition, all of which serve 

the same purpose, artistically, as a castle. 

The first thing we notice about Hrs Radcliffe's castles is that 

they are olde While otranto is of undifferentiated age, it is at least 

contemporaneous with i ts inhabitants, and has no sig11s of decay. Mrs 

Radcliffe's castles are invariably ancient or falling into ruin. 

The Castles of Athlin and Dupbayne is the only book in which the action 

is actually set in medieval times, though even Dunbayne has its ruined 

quarter. In all the others, the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth-

century inhabitants live in a medieval building which is hallowed by 

antiquity and decay. To Mrs Radcliffe ruins are more romantic and offer 

more scope for establishing her atmosphere. Athlin is presented as "an 

edifice built on the summit of a rock whose base was in the sea. This 

pile was venerable from its antiquity, and from its gothic structurel! 

(p. 1). Dunbayne is described in terms of equal vagueness, but a judge-

ment is implicit in the description: liThe edif'ice was built with gothic 

magnificence upon a high and dangerous rock. Its lofty towers still 

frowned in proud sublimity, and the immensity of the pile stood a record 

of the ancient cons equence of its poss es s ors I! (p. 26). The different 

qualities are invested in the frowning towers, the proud sublimity, and 
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the dangerous rock. The castles reflect the natures of their inhabitants: 

Athlin is "venerable from the virtues which it enclosed" while Dunbayne is 

Ita record of the ancient consequence of its possessors", which, with the 

detailed account of its impregnable fortifications which is also given, 

suggests that the consequences have been gained by force and strength rather 

than by integrity. Both castles are classified as "gothic", though it is 

doubtful whether M:rs Raclcliffe yet had a very clear idea of what she meant 

by the word; and both are described as "piles", suggesting strength and 

massiveness, and beginning a tradition of any ancient, forbidding building 

being a 'pile". 

The chief feature of Mazzini's castle, as described in A Sicilian 

Romance, is its size. It is "a large irregular fabric", and this leads 

to an aspect of the Gothic castle which was initiated by Clara Reeve in 

The Old En~lish Baron - the cleserted wing, usually supposed to be ha1.mted: 

lilts present family inhabited only a small part of it; and even this part 

appeared forlorn and almost desolate from the spaciousness of the apartments, 

and the length of the galleries which led to them" (1. 8) 0 Ruins have 

already made a brief appearance in The Castles of Athlin and Dunba~, but 

their potential was unrea~ised. At this point in the development of the 

Gothic castle, the tradition branches: the main part of the castle has 

a particular type of architecture which is described in terms usually 

fairly general, while the empty wing or the ruins have their own very 

distinctive attributes. 

In The Romanc~'yf. the );'o,.!'es.t, a ruined abbey is used as .the stage 

setting, and this enables Mrs Radcliffe to achieve a vastly improved 

atmosphere of desolation and awe. Its towers are first seen rising above 



the trees, which is the standard aspect of an abbey, monastery, convent 

or castle, ruined or not, when first seen, and then: 

He approached, and perceived the Gothic remains of an abbey: it 
stood on a kind of rude lawn, overshadowed by high anct spreacling 
trees, which seemed coeval with the building, and diffused a 
romantic gloom armmd. The greater part of the pile appeared to 
be sinking into ruins, and that, which had withstood the ravages 
of time, shewed the remaining featui'es of the fabric more awful 
in decay. (1. 38) 

The word order of "the Gothic remains of an abbey" should be 

noted: it suggests that the abbey itself is not Gothic so much as its 

ruins - its Gothicness lies in the sublime sensations which the ruins 

inspire. The relation between the building and its setting is more 

fully realised, and the romantic effect is acknowledged. The building 

is a "pile" again, and the ruins, which include the feeling of antiquity, 

increase the romantic effect. 

In The Myster~es of Udolpho two castles are used, Udolpho and 

Chateau-Ie-Blanc. The first sight of Udolpho is des,cribed chiefly in 

terms of its setting - the fading rays of the sun, the dark forests, 

the castle's dominating position - but we do get some impressions, fairly 

general, of its size and solidity: 

The gothic greatness of its features, and its mouldering walls of 
dark grey stone, renderecl it a gloomy and sublime object ••• the 
gloom, that overspread [the edifice], allowed her to distinguish 
little more than a part of its outline, with the massy walls of 
the ramparts, and to know, that it was vast, ancient ana_ dreary. 
From the parts she saw, she judged of the heavy strength and extent 
of the whole. (pp. 226-227) 

The word "gothic" is used loosely a8ain, with the same unexpected 

position in the phrase - it is the greatness of the features rather than 
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the features .themselves which is Gothic. The use of the word "mouldering" 

suggests too that words are being used in a stereotype: the castle is in 



a state of disrepair, certainly, but it is strong enough to withstand a 

prolonged seige, ~o "mouldering" is being used for atmospheric rather 

than informative purposes. Emily's too ready perception, from a glimpse 

of the outline of the ramparts, of the age and dreariness of the castle, 

indicates that these qualities have become so established and expected 

in a Gothic castle that their presence is automatic. Chateau-le-Blanc, 

the second castle, is seen by Bla.nche, an avowed romantic, as a castle of 

medieval romance: 

As Blanche drew nearer, the gothic features of this antient mansion 
successively appeared- first an embattled turret, rising above the 
trees - then the broken arch of an immense gate-way, retiring beyond 
them; and she almost fancied herself approaching a castle, such as 
is often celebrated in early story, where the knights look out from 
the battlements on some champion below, who, clothed in blaok armour, 
c·omes, with his oompanions, to rescue the fair lady of his love from 
the oppression of his rival. (P. 468) 

Chateau-le-·Blanc, it soon appears, is just a replacement for Udolpho. 

As already mentioned, there is, technically speaking, no castle 
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in The Italia~, but the prisons of the Inquisition serve the same purpose, 

in their outvmrd appearance, in their atmosphere, and in what happens 

within the walls. In appearance, it is their mass which is impressive: 

These walls, of immense height, and strengthened by innwnerable 
massy bulwarks, exhibited neither window or grate, but a vast and 
dreary blank; a small round tower only, perched here and there 
upon the summit, breaking their monotony. (p. 196) 

The architeoture of these buildings is usually left fairly 

blurred and confusing, but some features are nearly always present. A 

massive gate and portal, and a large entrance hall, are the first things 

a visitor sees; from that point the geography of the building becomes 

vague until the long silent galleries, with numerous apartments leading 
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from them, are reached. From the galleries the heroine can watch,.. lmseen, 

the activities in the halls belmv, and from the ramparts, which are also 

necessary, the villain surveys his domain. The galleries usually end 

in large winding staircases leading to lower floors. Underneath the 

building are the vaults, which have a geography entirely of their own. 

A closed door at the end of a gffile~J is likely to be the entrance to a 

deserted. wing which is falling into ruin, or the entrance may be through 

a secret panel or a hidden trapdoor • 

. The portal of the castle is imposing, and calculated to inspire 

despair.in those who pass·. lmder it. The grand gateway of the castle of 

Malcolm of Dunbayne is reached only after crossing a drawbridge, which 

can slam dovm suddenly ana. trap .A11eyn I s party in the inner courtyard. 

As Pierre de la HotJce enters the silent abbey, he is affected by the 

feelings which the sense of the pa$t and the gloom inspire, and he feels 

terror: 

La Motte paused a moment, for he felt a sensation of sublimity rlslng 
into terror - a suspension of mingled astonishment and awe! He sur­
veyed the vastness of the place, and as he contemplated its ruins, 
fancy bore him back to past ages •. (I. 40) 

Adeline's reactions as she enters are similar: 

Adeline, who had hitherto remained silent, now 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 eyes: - she 
wished, yet feared, to go on. (I.45) 

Madame de la }.lot~e's response is concerned less with the sublimity of the 

past, and more with her immediate reaction: 

"Let us quit this spot," said she, lI any evil is preferable to the 
feeling which now oppresses me. Let us retire instantly." (1.46) 

Udolpho's gateway is "of gigantic size, and defended by two round 



90 

towers, crowned by overhanging turrets ••• The towers were united by a 

curtain, pierced and embattled also, below which appeared the pointed arch 

of an huge portcullis, surmounting the gates" (p. 227). The gates open 

with much undravring of b 01 ts, and Emily f eels overwhelmed as she pass es 

under the portal: 

As the carriage-wheels rolled heavily under the portcullis, Emily's 
heart slli1k, and she seemed, as if she was going into her prison. (p. 227) 

As she enters the second court, which is even wilder than the first, "long-

suffering and murder came to her thoughts. One of those instantaneous 

and unaccotL'1table convictions, which sometimes conquer even strong minds, 

impressed her with its horrorll (po 228). As she re-enters the castle after 

her brief absence during the seige, she has the same sensations: "s,he 

found herself once more beneath the gloomy arch, and heard the door close, 

that seemed to shut her from the world forever" (p. 428). The Countess 

de Villefort, entering the precincts of the Chateau-le-Blanc, exclaims 

immediately, "What a dismal place is this!" 

Vivaldi enters the prisons of the Inquisition through the principal 

entrance, "from the grandeur of its portal, and the gigantic loftiness of 

the towers that rose over it; ana. soon after the carriage· stopped at an 

arch-way in the walls, strongly barricadoed" (p. 196). The door-keeper 

has a countenance which "might have been copied for the 'Grim-visaged 

comfortless Despair' of the Poet" (p. 196). 

The portals;, then, provide a portentous front door to the castle, 

and Mrs Raa.cliffe manipulates them to provide an atmosphere so striking 

and oppressive that the characters have a feeling of terror forcibly 

thrust upon them as they enter. 
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The hall inside is used to reinforce this sensation: it is large, 

gloomy and silent. In The Romance of the Forest it is the decaying chapel 

of the abbey, and as La Motte walks through it, he feels as if his echoing 

footsteps are sacrilegious, and are disturbing the dead who lie, no doubt, 

under his feet. The hall of Udolpho is magnificent and grand, but Emily 

surveys it "in timid wonderll
, being too aware of its hid.den corners and 

lurking shadows. Chateau-Ie-Blanc has a less awesome hall, though it is 

large and gloomy: it is lIentirely gotl1ic, and sumptuous tapestry, which 

it was now too dark to distinguish, hung upon the walls, and depictured 

scenes from some of the antient Provencal romances Ii (p. 469). To Vivaldi, 

it seems that the entrance hall to the prisons of the Inquisition must be 

one of the burial vaults for the victims of the Inquisition, judging by 

the death-like silence, and imperfectly ascertained limitations of the 

room: 

••• nor dia. any distant sound contradict the notion, that they were 
traversing the chambers of the dead. To Vivaldi it occurred, that 
this was one of the burial vaults of the victims, who suffered in the 
Inquisi tion, ancl his vrhole frame thrilled with horror • • • Still no 
footstep whispering along the pavement, or voice murmuring through 
the arched roofs, indicated it to be the res,idence of the living. (p. 196) 

Even this far inside the cas,tle, in making use of the portal and entrance 

hall to prefigure suffering, Mrs Radcliffe has demonstrated her more 

sophisticated use of the things which Walpole, with his economical style, 

took for granted. 

Little attention is given: to the living rooms of a Gothic castle, 

and indeed, it is often difficult to imagine life going on in a castle, or 

to imagine what the inhabitants did to fill their days. We know fairly 

well how the 'inhabitants of one of Jane Austen's c01.mtry houses or cottages 



92 

employed their time, even if it was only in indolence, but there are large 

gaps in the days of Gothic castle clwellers when they seem to be just waiting 

for something frightening to happen. Emily has her little library, 

Mazzini t S daughters have their music and lessons, and Adeline has her 

walks in the forest, but these cannot occupy all their time. It is 

impossible to say what Madame Montoni or l:iadame de la Motte, for example, 

did with their days. Occasionally, there is a scene of normal domest-' 

icity. In The Castles of Athlin and'Dunbayne lithe Countess was sitting 

with her family in a room" when the storm brings the Count de Santmorin to 

their s:lore. Madame Montoni is occasionally seen to be sitting, but little 

more. The domestic scenes of the La Luc family in The Romance of the 

~st ooze sentimentality and falseness. Generally, attention is deflected 

from day to day activities and focused on the unus'ual. There are living 

areas in the cas·tle, however, ancl, though they are mentioned only in pass-

ing, their appearance is in accord with the rest of the castle. In 

Udolpho there is "a spacious apartment, whose walls, wainscoted with black 

larch~Vloocl, the growth of the neighbouring mountains, were scarcely disting-

uishable from darkness itself" (pe 228). The dining room of Udolpho is 

described in some detail: 

It was an antient hail, gloomy from the style of its architecture, 
from its great extent, and because almost the only light it received 
was from one large gothic window, and from a pair of folcling doors, 
which, being open, admitted likewise a view of the west rampart, with 
the wild mountains of the Appenine beyond. 

The middle compartment of this hall rose into a vaulted roof, 
enriched with fretwork, and supported, on three sides, by pillars 
of marble; beyond these, long colonades retired in gloomy grandeur, 
till their extent was lost in twilieht. (p. 312) 

This is not the place for a cosy dinner-party, nor does the appearance 

of the guests encourage a feeling of intimacy or security, for they 
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"had all an expression, more or less, of wild fierceness, of subtle .design, 

or of licentious passion." 

The galleries and corridors are mentioned briefly in The Castle 

of Otranto. They appear again in Mazzini' s castle, where one gallery 

may open into another, or perhaps end in a staircase, either magnificent 

or deoaying. In La Motte's abbey there is a plethora of dark corridors 

and staircases which lead into des;erted apartments or into mysterious; 

subterranean rooms, all needing to be explored tremblingly. The plan of 

the abbey may have been clear to Mrs Radcliffe, but as La Motte explores 

it, it is easy for the reader to beoome lost in the multitude of apart-

ments which are undifferentiated except as regards their state of deoay. 

Galleries abound in The Mysteries of Udolph6, and oontribute to the terror-

filled atmosphere, for they are long and dark, and a candle does not show 

very far ahea8_: 

With light and hasty steps she passed through the long galleries, 
while the feeble glimmer of the laDp she carried only shewed the 
gloom around her, and the passing air threatenecl to extinguish it. (p. 252) 

Figures can appear at the end of a corridor, and be seen imperfectly, or 

they may lurk in the shadows of the pillars or in the tli1used rooms which 

line the passage. The corridors are so ntunerous that a person may become 

lost, as Emily does on her .... my to the east turret to look for her aunt. 

Even Mrs Radcliffe seems to give up here: 

At length, she obtained something like a direction to the east turret, 
and quitted the door, from whence, after many intricacies and perplex­
ities, she reached the steep and winding stairs of the turret. (p. 522) 

Galleries provide an ideal plaoe for the heroine to pace up and dovm, and 

for her to run down as she is pursued by shadowy figures. The galleries 

of the prisons of the Inquisition are pervaded with a discrete terror: 



they are uniformly dark, deserted and silent, and from the doors lining 

them come the groans of the tortured. They seem designed by the Inquis-

ition and by };Irs Radcliffe to oppress the prisoner with a taste of his 

fate: 

Along the galleries, and other avenues through which they passed, 
not any person was seen, and, by the profound stillness that reigned, 
it seemed as if death had. already anticipated his work in these 
regions of horror, and had condemned alike the tortured and the 
torturer. (p. 309) 
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Walpole t s subterranean passage, leading from the vaults of otranto 

to the church of st Nicholas, became a favourite part of the castle with 

later writers, for it brings a whole new territoI"J for exploitation. 

Under the Gothic castle are intricate cloisters and vaults, some almost 

lost to memory, but all dark and a~~ul to those wandering through them. 

Unnerving encolmters take place in them, for they are often inhabited not 

solely by the pent-up vapours which threaten to choke the light and life 

of an intruder. They may lead to 1L"'<1expected places, and their entrances 

and exits are usually discovered by chance in a trap-door or sliding panel. 

Their value to the Gothic novelist lies partly in their potential for 

horror - and they lend themselves; equally well to the spine-tingling horrors 

of Mrs Radcliffe I s prefex:ence ana. the blood-curdling terrors of Lewis - and 

partly in their exemplifying the imaginary world which has been created, 

for their qualities, and the conditions m~der which they are explored, are 

perhaps the furthest removed from the comfortable sitting-room in which 

Mrs Radcliffe wrote her stories and in which they were probably read. 

Secret passages remain a staple of' child.ren's stories in this century: 

they combine mystery, ingenuity, and adventure. The underground vaults 

constitute another world, a land of darkness where the rules of the daylight 
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world do not apply. 

The section of' The __ Castle of Otranto where Isabella f'lees through 

the underground. passage is a fruitful piece of source material for Mrs 

Radcliffe. Into a few pages, Walpole compresses many of the Gothic 

properties which were to become Mrs Hadclif'f'e' s staples: it is an arche­

type whose economically expressed hints she enlarged and used repeatedly. 

Otranto's vaults are a region of awful silenc e and blasts of wind. Isabella 

has resource to them in order to gain the sanctuary of the altar of' st. 

Nicholas, to protect herself from Manf'red. As she proceeds timid..ly, she 

hears a sigh, and while investigating it her lamp is- blown out by a sudden 

gust of' wind, leaving her in utter darkness. She encounters Theodore, 

whom she believes at first to be the ghost of Conrad. She tells him of' 

a trap-door, which is found with the help of' a ray of' moonlight which shines 

f'ortuitously through a crack in the roof; Isabella opens the spring lock 

and the secret passage is revealed. As they descend into the darkness, 

the voice of Manfred is heard as he approaches, and Theodore drops the 

trap-door before he has entered; it locks, and as he does not know the 

secret of opening it, he is f'ound by Manf'red. 

The motifs which are gathered up by Mrs Hadcliffe are: the reasons 

f'or taking to the vaults, which usually involve an escape; the loss of' 

the light; the f'rightening encounter or discovery; the struggle with locks; 

and the pursuit. Not all the motif's are necessarily present, and they may 

appear in any order, but the pattern is usually recogniseably similar to 

Walpole's. 

Even in the immature The Castles of' Athlin and D.E..Dbayne, Mrs 

_Hadcliff'e makes maximum use of the underground setting and its associated 
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horrors and difficulties. Alleyn, languishing in a "horrible dungeon" in 

Malcolm's castle, observes that his guard frequently checks a piece of 

pavement in the cell. On investigating it with a small knife which he 

has luckily retained, he finds a loose stone, and digs down "a few feet" 

till he finds a trap-door. The same knife serves to cut round the lock 

on the trap-door, and he jumps into a vault. A barred window resists, his 

attempts to break out, until he notices a massy door, fastened by a lock 

and s:everal bolts. By this time his guard has come to check his cell, 

and he is discovered. The attempt was not in vain; however, for his 

guard, Edric, wants to es:cape also, and he knows that beyond the massy 

door is a I1 chain of vaults', which stretched beyond the wall of the castle, 

and communicated with a subterraneous way, anciently formed as a retreat 

from the fortress, and which terminated in the cavern of a forest at some 

distance" (PI 57). Alleyn, with the aid of a bigger knife, opens the 

trap-door again, and with considerable difficulty opens the massy door. 

They make their way through the vaults, their imaginations filled with 

terror by the darkness: and the profound silence, which is disturbed by 

the echoes of their footsteps. Their lamp is blown out and they are left 

in darkness - "Their fee~ings may be more easily imagined than expressed" 

(cf. Isabella - "Words cannot paint the horror of the princess's' s.i tua tion"). 

This is the beginning of their troubles and frights, for no s:ecret passage 

gives an easy traverse. They stumble over a corpse in armour. They see 

men in the distance, and, fleeing, find themselves against a door with a 

spring lock and the key on the other side - an inevitable feature of Mrs 

Radcliffe's doors.. Somehow the strange men pass them by, and they grope 

on; as they approach the exit, four men appear, but, as mentioned in 
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Chapter 3, this is for suspense only, for the men are friends. 

In this, her first episode of subterranean adventure, Mrs Radcliff'e 

f'ollows closely Walpole's model in the use of trap-doors, spring locks, 

f'igures appearing, and the silence of the vaults and the frightening dark­

neS$ of the underground. The most notable diff'erence is the way in which 

she draws out the episodes: Alleyn does not go straight through the trap­

door, but is obliged to delay his attempt, and he makes his way through the 

massy door only on his second attempt. The passages are many and confusing, 

and there are several hold-ups on the way out. This is part of' Mrs Rad­

cliffe's technique of suspense, but it also shows an avrareness of the 

potentiality of Gothic machinery, which can be exploited much more thor­

oughly than Walpole chose to do. Mrs Radcliffe always, uses a prolifer­

ation of' doors, usually locked, or at least closed by rusty bolts, to hold 

up her fugitives. 

A Sicilian Romance has the most remarkable collection of ruins', and 

s'ecret passages of all Mrs Radcliffe's books, and it reaches a climax in 

the flight of Julia and Hippoli tus from the dungeon of a ruined monasteF.!, 

whither they have fled from bandits. They find their way into the du.YJ.geon 

in the usual way: they manage to force open a steel door, whereupon the 

air rushing out from the enclosed space nearly extinguishes their light. 

The claar locks on a spring behind them ana. we learn vlhy their light was 

spared - it is needed to show them the gruesome spectacle, the bocLies in 

the receptacle for the banditti's victims, in which they find themselves 

locked. However, they discover a trap-door by a hollow sound UDcler their 

feet, and it is only the first of a series of trap-doors, vaults, and 

tunnels, each Vii th its OWD difficulties. The final door is fastened by 
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strong iron bolts, which they unclose just in time, for the voices of their 

plITSUerS draw near. Shortly after, JLLlia enters a cave, in flight from 

her pursuers; she passes through several doors, all with bolts and locks 

to be struggled with, and emerges, improbably, in the dungeon in which her 

mother, the r,~archioness, has been imprisoned. The door she enters by is 

closed by a spring lock, and they are trapped there. The physical features 

of the vaults which appear in A Sicilian Romance are the same as others -

damp, hidden steps, strange entrances - as: are the horrors which are present 

there 

locks. 

bodies, darkness - and the inconveniences - doors, bolts, and spring 

In The Romance of the Forest, the undergromld valut does not lead 

anywhere - there is no through passage. It does provide a means of escape 

for La Jlotte and his family, how·ever, when strangers come to the abbey, but 

since La Motte first explores it without the pressure of pursuit, there is 

not the same necessity for lockecl doors, and the leisurely exploration 

permits a more effective absorption of the atmosphere of the vaults. As 

he opens the trap-door, "the chill damps of long confined air" rushed, and 

at the bottom of the steps, "the damp vapours curled round him and exting­

uished the light.1I La Motte is not in a hurry, so he returns for another 

light and proceeds. The damps have done him a good turn by deca~~ng the 

wood around the lock of a door at the end of a passage, so he breaks through 

without difficulty. He enters a dungeon in which the expected horrifying 

spectacle awaits him - the remains of a human skeleton in a chest. Through 

another cloor are low cells which seem to La Motte, in the state of mind 

brought on by these sights, to be the burial places of the monks. Under­

ground passages have this depressing effect on those who enter them: if' 
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they are not sufficiently distraught already, the passage will provide 

them with reason to be. 

In The Mysteries of' Udolpp.o, attention is concentrated on the 

castle above ground level at the expense of the vaults. Only one s:ecret 

passage occurs, that leading from the sea to the dead Marchioness's apart-

ment in Chateau-Ie-Blanc, and it is mentioned only in passing. The nearest 

Mrs Radcliffe comes to the scenes which she had previously shown such 

delight in is the midnight excursion of Emily, lect by Barnadine, through 

the chapel and vaults to the chamber where Madame Montoni lies. Many 

doors have to be unlocked, but it is not a chase, and Barnadine has the 

keys. As they enter the vaults the vapours are waiting for them, creeping 

along the ground and threatening to extinguish the light. The horrifying 
-

spectacle appears as the open grave, which Emily assumes is for her unfor-

tunate aunt. It seems to her to be "a place suited for murder, a recep-

tacle for the deadu (cf. La Motte in the monks' cells and Vivaldi in the 

prisons of the Inquisition), but there are no bodies. This. seems to be 

a reflection oi"' l.irs Radcliffe's being no longer dependent upon physical 

horrors and dangers for her suspense: the horror is now more likely to 

be in the minds of the characters. It may be implanted by a scene such 

as the one llinily observes in the vaults, but only a suggestion of violence 

is necessary, for the increased reliance on scene painting, with light and 

shadow, and on characters' more refined reactions, dispenses with the need 

for skeletons and bodies in the vaults. Underground passages now become 

--
more functional as a means of escape: their horrifying trappings are no 

longer used, though the ctarkness, doors and spring locks remain. There 

is almost a retm'D to Walpole's method, which, in spite of its economy, 



100 

shows Isabella's reactions in such a way that they are not entirely predict­

able, and which, without dwelling on the physical attributes of the vaults, 

gives a convincing feeling of horror and mental distress. The underground 

passage which is used in The Italian is a return to this simplicity: the 

episode is expanded, but the expansion is in the dialogue rather than in 

the Gothic machinery. Ellena and Vivaldi, escaping from San Stefano, 

follow Jeronimo (a name borrowed from Walpole) d07iIl the passage without 

complicated trap-doors, stairs, or other hindrances, without even the 

inconvenience of vapours. The one door, at the end of the passage, 

proves an obstacle not ~asily overcome, and Jeronj~o leaves them there. 

The usual grisly scene is res;tricted to a sight of one of the traditional 

Gothic prison cells, in whose straw mattress Ellena thinks she sees the 

death-bed of the recalcitrant nun she has been told of - but there is no 

skeleton. The pair are alarmed by a "hollow sighlf (cf. Isabella) which 

turns out to come from an aged monk at his devotions. He is able to 

unlock the door for them, just as footsteps approach down the passage. 

The monk plays the same role as Theodore in The Castle of otrant<?., both 

in sighing and in coming to their assistance. Ellena's distress is caused 

by her situation as a fug~tive and by the unlikelihood of her escape, not 

by any charnel-house horrors. Horror is now more a matter of pyschological 

realism than of reaction to obstacles or horrors placed in one's way. 

One of 1.1rs Radcliffe's major contributions to the set of Gothic 

trappings found in the castle is the use of ruins. Since about 1745 

artificial ruins had been fashionable; they were intencled to stimulate 

the imagination, and ruins were a feature of the paintings of Claude and 

Salva tor Rosa. Ers Radcliffeis ruins serve a double purpose: to remind 
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us of the triumph of time or to evoke an image of the past; and to provide 

an appropriate setting for horrors which may be associated with desolation 

ana. decay. In effect, she transforms the sham ruins of the landscape 

gardeners from things of frivolous romantic fancy into places of unpleasant 

realism, oozing with damp and concealing dangers unseen but not unperceived. 

The romantic motive for the ruins remains, but its emphasis is altered: no 

longer are they to arouse a genteel and fashionable melancholy - they are 

now designed to excite a feeling varying from sublime terror to unreserved 

horror. 

Her ruins may appear as a part of the castle itself - the deserted 

wing and the chapel are usually in ruins - or as a separate building - a 

ruined cottage, monastery, convent, or fortress. 
-

Deserted wings occur in all of Mrs Radcliffe's novels except the 

last. Save for the Marchioness's apartment in Chateau-le-Blanc, which 

has been closed for only twenty years, they are all in a suitable state 

of decay - windows are broken and ivy replaces the glass, marble floors 

are cracked, tapestries hang in tatters from the damp walls, and a few 

pieces of ancient furniture may remain. Outside, weeds and long grass: 

blow in the wind. Once again, a development in technique may be observed. 

The deserted wing in The Castles of.. Athlin and Dunba;}'11_~ is passed over 

quickly. Osbert enters it by a secret panel and finds himself in what 

"seemed to be the deserted remains of a place of worship. II The rooms 

are dreary, gloomy and vast, but apart from a mention of thick ivy which 

almost excludes the light, there is nothing particularly distinctive about 

the rooms, and there is no mention of Osbert's reactions. The empty wing 

of Mazzini's castle (which was imitated. by Charlotte Bronte in Jane Ey}:'e, 
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where Rochester shuts his wife in the closed top floor of his home) is more 

dilapidated, and there is a greater feeling of neglect and strange sorrow: 

"The gallery was in many parts falling into decay, the ceiling was broke, 

and the window shutters shattered" (1.81). 

The mystery of the desertion starts" to make itself felt on those 

who enter these empty parts. La Motte finds a closed-off apartment in 

the abbey; as he enters, a sudden noise makes him step back, but it is 

only the "birds of prey" which have made their residence in the remains of 

tapestry which hang in tatters on the walls. The windows are shattered, 

and the pieces of ancient furniture are broken and rl~ty. La Motte feels 

wonder and curiosity that such a place should remain, and wonders whether 

it might not have been the last refuge of a person like himself, and 

whether he has followed his footsteps, "but "to mingle my dust with his." 

Des.~ertea_ apartments are common in Udolpho, for large parts of the 

castle are closed. As Emily "walks through them, she feels a melancholy 

awe, realising that hers are probably the first footsteps there for many 

years. The black veil is in one of these empty chambers, and the mystery 

of it and its surroundings arouses in "Emily, before she lifts the veil, a 

faint degree of terror, Which, Mrs Radcliffe a'Cplains, is purely sublime. 
" ' 

The empty rooms inspire a sense of avre for their past, and the observer 

feels the presence of the earlier inhabitants in the ancient remnants of 

their existence. This is especially true of' the l!archioness' s apartment 

in Chateau-Ie-Blanc, for her belongings were left just as they were when 

she died, and the sense of her presence is still very real to Emily and 

Dorothee. Her prayer book is open and her lute is lying where she dropped 

it. Emily picks "llp a veil, falling apart with age, but drops it quickly 



when Doroth~e tells her that it has not been moved since her lady's hand 

laid it there. In such cases the past cowes too close to the present. 

Ruins follow a regular pattern in their appearance. Several 

examples suffice to show that one ruin is physically not very different 

from another: 

The hall, of which he and his people had taken possession, exhibited 
in every feature, marks of ruin and desolation. The marble pave­
ment was in many places broken, the walls were mouldering in decay, 
and round the high and shattered windows the long grass waved to 
the lonely gale. (A SiEili~ Rom~~, 1.190) 

The-lofty battlements, thickly enwreathed with ivy, were half 
demolished, and become the residence of birds of prey. Huge 
fragments of the eastern tower, which ViaS almost demolished, lay 
scattered amid the high grass, that waved slowly to the breeze. 
liThe thistle shook its lonely head; the moss whistled to the 
wind. II (Th e Romance of the Fores t, 1. 58 ) 

Each forlorn 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, envrreathed with ivy, 
proclaimed the falling grandeur of the place, while the shattered 
vacant winclow frames exhibited its desolation, and the high grass­
tha t overgrell its threshold s-eemed to say how long it was since 
mortal foot had entered. (A Sicilian Romance, 11.15) 

She looked fearfully on the almost roofless walls, green with 
damps, and on the gothic points of the windows, where the ivy and 
the briony had long supplied the place of glass, and ran mantling 
among the broken capitals of some columns, that had once supported 
the roof. (The Hysteries. of Udolpho, p. 544) 

Nor is the impact of one ruin different from that of another: it is the 

sense of awe in the presence of the past, the inexplicability of the 

abandonment, and the air of pregnant expectation which seems to hover 
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around, which make the heroines. tremble with sublime terror as they approach 

a ruin. \Vhile Blanche scrutinises the ruined fortress in the Pyrenees, 

the authoress observes: 

The air of solemnity; which must have so strongly characterised the 
pile even in the days of its early strength, was now considerably 



heightened by its shattered battlements and half-demolished walls, 
and by the huge masses of ruin, scattered in its wide area, now 
silent and grass grown. (The Myster,ies of Udolpho, p. 606) 

If' a building is imposing, gloomy, or threatening in its original state~ 

therefore, it is more so in its ruined state. To the romantic mind, 

ruins are much more interesting, for all the romantic qualities of the 

original building are heightened. 

A feature of ruins, or of any Gothic building, which should be 

noted is the Gothic cell. This is present in most of Mrs Radcliffe's 

books, and it seldom varies in its properties. The first one appears 

in Dunbayne: 

The inside of the apartment was old and falling to decay: a small 
mattrass, which lay in one corner of the room, a broken matted chair, 
and a tottering table, composed its furniture; two small and strongly 
grated windows, which admitted a sufficient degree of light and air, 
afforded him on one side a view into an inner court, and on the other 
a dreary prospect of the wild and barren Highlands. (pp. 35~·56) 

Mazzini's wife ia provided with similar accomodation in her dungeon. 

Adeline's room in the house on the heath, before La Motte rescues her, 

has:, "a small bed without curtains or hanging: two ol(t chairs and a table 

were all the remaining furniture in the room." The 'window is grated, 

and the door fas'tens on the outside onJ.y, this being a characteristic of 

the door of almost any room in which the heroine is required to spend a 

night. The nearest to a Gothic cell in The Uysteries of Uclolpho is 

Emily's chamber in Udolpho. Though not actt~lly a cell, the furniture 

is very ancient, ana. the room is equipped with an extra door, opening 

into a narrO'.7 pas sage, and locking only on the outs ide, through which 

Emily's would-be abductor, Horano, or anyone else, may enter. Ellena's 

room in San Stefano is furnished with a mattress, one chair and a table, 



with a cruci:rix and a prayer book. Schedoni's cell in Spirito Santo has 

exactly the same pieces, with the addition of some books of devotion and 

instruments of torture. The cell at the end of the underground passage 

from San Stefano is walled and vaulted with rock, has one small aperture 

in the roof to admit air, and contains no furniture except one table, a 

bench, and a straw mattress. To Ellena it seems to be the cell she has 

been warned of by Olivia: 

"Within the deepest recesses of our convent, is a stone chamber, 
secured by doors of iron, to which such of the sisterhood as have 
been guilty of any heinous offence have, from time to time, been 
consign~d. This condemnation arunits of no reprieve; the unfort­
unate captive is left to languish in chains and darkness, receiving 
only an allowance of bread and water just sufficient to prolong her 
sufferings, till nature, at length, sinking uncler their intolerable 
pressure, obtains refuge in death," (p. 126) 

This is evidently a toned-down version of the du..'1geon in which Lewis's 

Agnes de Med.ina was incarcerated, and which was' even equipped with 

"emblems of deathll, i.e·, bones. Ellena's room in Spalatro's lake-side 

house has the same assemblage of tattered mattress, grated window, and 

door locking on the outside, and also, we leaYfi later, a secret door by 

which an assassin may enter. Vivaldi's cell in the Inquisition prison 

is similarly equipped with this last refinement. 

Perhaps the last word on Mrs Radcliffe's Gothic castles should 

be left to a very minor character, Mademoiselle Bearn, who mal<:es a brief 

appearance in The Uysteries of Udolp,ho. Her one speech suggests that 

Mrs Radcliffe was quite aware of the possibilities of absurdity which 

lie in using the same pieces of machinery too often. Mademoiselle 

Beam speaks to 3lanche: 
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"VYhere have you been so long?" said she, "I had begllli to think some 
wonderful adventure had befallen you, and that the giant of this 
enchanted castle, or the ghost, which, no doubt, haunts it, had 
conveyed you through a trap-door into some subterranean vault, 
whence you was never to return." (p. 475) 

The Italian follows, with its change of emphasis from the traditional 

Gothic plot to a form which requires a deeper understanding by the author 

of character, less obvious plot manipulation, and less dependence on the 

usual pieces of well-worn machine~J. 
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CONCLUSION 

Catherine Morland's perception that her f'ondness f'or "horrid 

novels" may not be quite socially desirable was not in error, and even 

today the Gothic Novel is not alvrays an entirely respectable subject. 

The prejudice is presumabl y . based on the idea that Gothic Novels were 

hack works produced to satisfy the demands of a temporarily deranged 

reading public, and as such are not worthy of' serious study. Apart 

f'rom the f'act that the inf'luences of' the Gothic Novel are extraordinarily 

f'ar-reaching, extending f'rom Emily Bronte, through Nathaniel Hawthorne 

and Charles Dickens, and up to modern writers like Iris Murdoch, it is 

unreasonable to put all Gothic novelists into the same disreputable 

class. I hope that this thesis has demonstrated that Mrs Ra.dclif'f'e 

showed no presumption in pursuing her craf't. Even though she cannot 

107 

be classed as a f'irst class novelist, because of' her f'ailure in character­

isation, credit must be given her f'or her mastery of the use of' atmosphere 

an8_ suspense. She was perhaps one of the f'irst novelists to concentrate 

on the physical ~ackgroUl1d and use it as an integral part of' the atmos­

phere and even the plot. The recurrence of' patterns in her work is at 

once an attraction and a disadvantage. To a typologist it is a delight, 

f'or it makes her work an ideal subject f'or analysis, but to an ordinary 

reader it is a bore, f'or the patterns become too predictable. While it 



is satisfying to be able to classify her Gothic properties tidily, this 

is of little interest to a reader who may not be looking for archetypes. 

The same may be said for the dull characters: it may be able to put them 

into neat groups, but they are still dull, .and one can hardly argue that 

their dullness justifies itself by facilitating their classification. 

Nevertheless, her work should be of interest to students of literature 

because of the techniques which she made her own, and because of her 

place in the history of English literature, bridging the gap between 

Augustans and Romantics and repres:enting the best which a curious period 

of literature produced. 
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APPENDIX 

Ramond de Charbonnieres 

Many passages from Ramond invite comparison with Mrs Radcli:ffe. 

There is never imitation by the latter, but frequent overtones indicate 

that she had probably read Ramond - published five years before 

The Mysteries of UdolphC2.' in which the scenes from the Pyrenees' appear -

and later dr~l on her impressions of it, either remembered or refreshed 

by a second reading, as a background for her mountain landscapes, espec-

ially those in the Pyrenees. The likenesses are not conclusive, but 

are sufficiently frequent and su~ficiently striking in their echoes, 

to make it worth listing some more of them. 

:Mrs Radcliffe may derive her perilous alpine bridges from 

Ramond. Both writers stress the fact that the bridge links opposing 

cliffs, and both contrast the slightness of the bridge with the height 

it spans. Both are concerned with the structure of the bridge and the 

way it is anchored to the cliffs. 

Ramo:p.d: 
Des rochers d'une effrayante hauteur, resserrent de meme un torrent 
furieux, qui roule, tombe, fuit entre leurs debris, au fond d'till 
horrible precipice. Un chemin, taille dans les flancs escarpes 
de ces rochers, soutenu souvent, en saillie, par des voutes qui Ie 
suspendent au-dessus du torrent, Ie franchit, lorsque tout appui 

109 

lui manque, & cherche sur les rocs opposes des pentes moins rebelles. 
(p. 18) 
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Au terme de cette triste vallee, on arrive a un pont de bois assez 
long, soutenu, au milieu, par un pile de pierres seches, negligemment 
amoncelees sur un roche~ qui divise Ie courant. A peine on lla 
passe, que lIon voit les montagnes qui en resserroient Ie lit, 
s'ouvrir devant soi, & se fermer derriere. (p. 62) 

Mrs Raclcliff'e: 
Ellena perceived that the road led to a slight bridge, which, thrown 

across the chasm at an immense height, united two opposite cliff's, 
between which the whole cataract of the river descended. The bridge, 
which was def'ended only by a slender railing, appeared as if' hung 
amidst the clouds • • • the road gradually descended the precipices 
for about half' a mile, when it opened to extensive prospects over 
plains and towards distant mountains. (The Italian, p. 65) 

Both writers see the Pyrenees as a range which is slightly menacing in 

its form and distinguished by the contrasting light and shadow through 

which it is seen: 

Ramond: 
On dec ouvre 1es Pyrenees d lm1e grande distance, & dans quelque sens 
qu' elles se pres,entent a la vue, c' es t, comme dans les Alpes, un 
amas de sommets decoupes, aigus, herisses, dont la couleur est tantot 
1e blanc des nuages, tantot l'azur du ciel, selon qu'ils reflechissent 
la lumiere ou qu'ils sont couverts d'ombre. 

Mrs Radclif'f'e: 
To the south, the view was bounded by the majestic Pyrenees, whose 
summits, veiled in clouds, or exhibiting awf'ul forms, seen, and lost 
again, as the partial vapours rolled along, were sometimes barren, 
and gleamed through the blue tinge of air, and sometimes frowned 
with forests of gloomy pine, -that swept doy,mward to their base. 

(fpe lily:s teries of Udo.lpho., p. 1) 

Mrs Radclif'f'e's interest'in cloud ef'f'ects may be derived from Ramond, 

in particular her emphasis on the way clouds may hide or reveal a scene: 

Ramond: 
Tout-a-coup les monts disparurent, & a peine Ie lac s'off'rit-il deux 
ins tans , en. entier, a notre vue ••• La brume voloit avec une telle 
rapidite, que Ie premier moment ou il se decouvrit, fut trop court 
pour que jleusse Ie terns d'attirer les regards de mes guides, sur Ie 
singulier spectacle qui f'rappoit les miens. Le nuage s'ouvroit & se 
fermoit avec une promptitude egale. Tantot cletoit Ie sommet d lm1 
Pic, tantot c'etoit Ie fond d'll11 vallee, que lIon entrevoyoit a 
travers 'ses dechirements. II ne slarreta qulune fois. Alors, il 
couvroit toute la contree que nous traversions, & nous montroit, par 
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ouverture circulaire, la riche & fertile pente des monts de la vallee 
d'Aran, doree par Ie soleil, & d'un couleur vraiment celeste. (p. 261) 

Mrs Radcliffe: 
Emily, often as she travelled among the clouds, watched in silent 
awe their billowy surges rolling below; sometimes, wholly closing 
upon the scene, they appeared like a world of chaos, and, at others, 
spreading thinly, they opened and admitted partial catches of the 
landscape. (The Mysteries of Udol:e..ho, p. 165) 

While, above, the deep blue of the heavens was unobscured by the 
lightest cloud, half-way dOVln the mountains, long billows of vapours 
were frequently seen rolling, now wholly excluding the country below, 
and noVi opening, and partially revealing its features. 

(The Mysteries of Udo~ho, p. 45) 

One of the few bandits who actually appears in Mrs Radcliffe's work may 

have had his inspiration in a smuggler Ramond met in the Pyrenees. Both 

writers comment on his face and hair, and Ramond's reference to Romans 

and Goths becomes scrambled in Mrs Hadcliffe's version: the cap, rather 

than the footwear, is Roman, and the Gothic features appear in the brows 

rather than the footwear - perhaps another instance of her tendency to 

romanticise: 

Ramond: 
Je vis, au haut du meme vallon, un homme de bonne mine, arme d'un 
fusil, & qui descendoit avec un air d'agilite & de fierte que j'ad­
mirois; c'etoit un contrebandier Arragonois. Aussi-t6t qu'il nous 
apper¥ut, il s'arreta, & se mit en etat de defense ••• Cet homme 
avoit la figure hardie & fiere; une barbe epaisse & frisee se con­
fondoit avec les cheveux noirs et crepus; sa large poitrine etoit 
decouverte, & ses jambes nerveuses etoient nues; pour vetement il 
avoit une simple veste, & pour chaussure, celie des Romains & des 
Goths: un morceau de peau de vache, Ie poil en dehors. (p. 80) 

. Mrs Radcliffe: 
He was a tall robust figure, of a hard countenance, and had short 
black hair, clITling in his neck. Instead of the hunter's dress, 
he wore a faded military uniform; sandals were laced on his broad 
legs, ancl a kind of short trows ers hung from his wais t • On his 
head he wore an ancient Roman helmet; but the brows that scowled 
beneath it, would have characterised those of the barbarians, who 
conquered Rome, rather than those of a Roman soldier. 

(The My'steries of Udolph,o, p. 610) 
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Ramond's style is a mixture of the scientific and imaginative. 

Sometimes he writes with a clinical detachment, as when he lists his 

reasons for believing that there are pennanent glaciers in the Pyrenees 

(pa 83); at other times, he combines close and careful observation with 

a lyrical tone which shows that, like Mrs Radcliffe, he sees more in 

landscape than outward form: 

On a maintenant Ie torrent a gauche, & Ie paysage s'attriste de plus 
en plus. Des boras du Gave, vers lequel on est descendu, on ne voit 
que hautes montagnes dont la pente uniforme s'eleve rapidement, presque 
toujours sans repos, sans verdure & sans habitations. Ce n'est que 
de loin en loin, que l'on apercoit lli1e cabane isolee, sur Ie penchant 
d'un long eboulement dont une portion a pu secouvrir d'herbe, ou une 
scierie a peine discernable entre les debris enormes dont les bords 
du torrent sont jonces, & qui derobe aux terrible jeux du Gave, 
quelques arbres roules du haut des monts. (p. 62) 

A passage such as this provides an archetype for Mrs_ Radcliffe's alpine 

stereotypes. Ramond combines scientific detachment, present in the 

impersonal pronouns (which, together with the present tense, suggest 

that the picture is a composite), with a sensitive observation of colour, 

sound, and atmosphere. There is a good nwnber of subjective, non-clinical 

adjectives ancl expressions, which Mrs Radcliffe's receptive imagination 

could readily expand upon. 

Mrs Radcliffe's own Journey is an almost purely factual narration, 

each town and village being dealt with in a thorough and unrelenting 

detail which allows little scope for imaginative and personal observations. 

Her ohief aim s,eems to be to impart infonna tion, not opinions, and, consid-

ering that it was published a year after The Mysteries of Udolpho, 

the contrast between the romanticism which is the basis of her attitude 

towards the 'landscape in that book, and the careful restraint in the 

Journey, is most striking. As an example of the extent to which she 



pursues detail and accuracy, many pages, some filled with columns of 

figUres, are devoted to a day-by-day account of the blockad.e of Mentz. 
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