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Introduction

ANNE WILLIAMS AND CHRISTY DESMET
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Shakespeare and the Gothic were born together in the eighteenth century. By ‘Shakespeare’ we mean the canonical figure in place by the 1790s, England’s national poet and candidate for the greatest writer of the Western tradition, the Shakespeare who, as Harold Bloom would later claim, invented ‘the human’. But the concept of ‘Gothic story’ that sprang fully armed from Horace Walpole’s dreaming brow in 1764 has only recently begun to be regarded as a significant phenomenon, though it has also inspired some grandiose claims.

The essays in this volume attest to the importance and complexity of this simultaneous parturition. Yet the phrase ‘Shakespearean Gothic’ sounds paradoxical or oxymoronic. What could Shakespeare have to do with the Gothic, that repository of cheap thrills? What could be Shakespearean about the mad monks and fainting heroines of early Gothics, the vampires and werewolves of its later incarnations? A casual survey of early Gothic writing (1764–1820) reveals a plenitude of conscious and unconscious Shakespearean elements. If the two were born together, however, their native relationship was quickly suppressed. ‘Shakespeare’ continued his upward path towards Parnassus throughout the nineteenth century, while the Gothic went underground, subsisting in the realm of shilling shockers and penny dreadfuls, or in pulpy serials such as Varney the Vampire. Thus, when professional literary criticism was institutionalized around the beginning of the twentieth century, scholars assumed that ‘Shakespeare’ had no relation to the Gothic whatsoever.

To uncover the secret relation between this unlikely pair provides something of a Gothic story in itself, a tale of two longlost relatives reunited at last. But what, exactly, is the nature of their kinship? Though separated virtually at birth, these literary siblings do not re-enact the Shakespearean and Gothic plot convention of separated twins. In attempting to clarify their subtle and complex relationship, one might be reminded of Carl Jung’s theory that every personality consists of an ego and its ‘shadow’, the conscious and unconscious dimensions of a single self. The shadow exists only insofar as the ego, the subject’s public face, casts its inevitable shadow. As ‘Shakespeare’ materialized as the father of English literature in the eighteenth-century imagination, his figure cast a growing shadow, which from Horace Walpole onwards came to be called Gothic. Beginning with Walpole, enthusiasts of the ‘barbarous’ and the medieval argued that Shakespeare’s plays justified their sensational material, ‘monstrosities’ of all kinds. Thus, a complete portrait of Shakespeare must include his Gothic ‘shadow’. And it follows, that in order to read the Gothic clearly, we should contemplate its Shakespearean origins.

Ironically, the construction of Father Shakespeare, his canonization, was inspired by the English desire to defend him against the strictures of French neoclassical critics. Voltaire and many others complained that Shakespearean drama was barbarous, untutored, violating the ‘rules’ at every turn. Shakespeare carelessly mixed prose and verse, tragedy and comedy, natural and supernatural. He paid no attention to the notions of decorum that banished murders from the stage and demanded that Cordelia’s cruel death be rewritten as something more edifying. Certainly, English critics were enjoined to ‘first follow Nature’, but Pope and others believed it to be orderly and rational. Yet Shakespeare the barbarian dramatist was simultaneously praised as ‘Nature’’s premier poet. During the century, Shakespeare’s defenders gradually realized that instead of pruning Shakespeare to follow the rules, as the French wished to do, they should reformulate the rules themselves. As Walpole remarked in 1772, ‘Shall we fail to soar, Sir, because the French dare not rise above the ground?’ After all, even Pope had suggested that truly great poets ‘Snatch a grace beyond the reach of art’.

Shakespeare, in short, was established as ‘sublime’, a new aesthetic that shifted significant reader response from the realm of judgment to the realm of feeling. In his second preface to Otranto, Walpole grounded the Gothic in feeling – in terror. He also claimed that his ‘Gothic story’ was inspired by England’s national poet, who authorized his violations of classical decorum. In Hamlet and Macbeth, in particular, Gothic writers found irregularity, irrationality and a sublime ignorance of ‘the rules’. They revelled in a promiscuous mixing of literary modes, of fiction and history, of the real and the supernatural, of the medieval and the barbarous. Readers of Shakespeare and writers of the Gothic began to see that ‘Nature’ was a more capacious category than hitherto had been recognized. In producing ‘the Gothic’ in and through ‘Shakespeare’, critics and novelists alike began to redefine ‘nature’, and particularly ‘human nature’.

The processes that led to the canonization of Shakespeare and the rise of the Gothic are too complicated to summarize here. A number of excellent books have treated various aspects of the process, including Gary Taylor’s Reinventing Shakespeare (1993), Michael Dobson’s The Making of the National Poet: Shakespeare, Adaptation and Authorship, 1660–1769 (1992) and Don-John Dugas’s Marketing the Bard: Shakespeare in Performance and Print, 1660–1740 (2006). The history of the Gothic has been largely rewritten in the past two decades and includes such indispensable resources as David Punter’s The Literature of Terror (2nd edition, 1996), Maggie Kilgour’s The Rise of the Gothic Novel (1995), E. J. Clery’s The Rise of Supernatural Fiction, 1762–1800 (1995), James Watt’s Contesting the Gothic: Fiction, Genre and Cultural Conflict, 1764–1832 (1999) and Robert Mighall’s A Geography of Victorian Gothic Fiction (1998). Feminist critics have also caused a revolution in our thinking about the Gothic, beginning with Ellen Moers’s chapter on ‘Female Gothic’ in Literary Women (1976), Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s Madwoman in the Attic (1978), Kate Ellis’s The Contested Castle: Gothic Novels and the Subversion of Domestic Ideology (1989), Eugenia DeLamotte’s Perils of the Night: A Feminist Study of Nineteenth-Century Gothic (1990) and Diane Long Hoeveler’s Gothic Feminism: The Professionalization of Gender from Charlotte Smith to the Brontës (1998). There are many others, for the Gothic has burgeoned into a virtual industry, although one still not quite matching the Shakespeare trade.

These three apparently separate stories – the creation of ‘Shakespeare’, the birth of ‘the Gothic’ and the rise of the novel as an expression of female subjectivity – do, however, share one element. Each attests to eighteenth-century culture’s increasing fascination with the notion of subjectivity itself. In The Making of the Modern Self: Identity and Culture in Eighteenth-Century England (2004), Dror Wahrman argues that during the eighteenth century a new sense of ‘self ’ emerged. By ‘self ’, he means ‘a very particular understanding of personal identity, one that presupposes an essential core of selfhood characterized by psychological depth, or interiority, which is the bedrock of unique, expressive individual identity’.1 Wahrman’s index contains two references to ‘Gothic literature’ and only nine to Shakespeare. But their mutual development throughout the century also supports his thesis.

Shakespeare increasingly ‘materialized’ during this period – as a statue in the Poet’s Corner in 1741 and in the numerous scholarly editions that appeared during the century. In Marketing the Bard, Don-John Dugas explores the ways in which material culture affected this evolution. Between the expiration of the Licensing Act in 1695 and the passing of the Act for the Encouragement of Learning (1709), numerous attempts in Parliament to pass another Licensing Act were foiled by powerful London booksellers, such as Jacob Tonson and his nephew, Jacob Jr. They objected because they wished to avoid the return of ‘licensing’, which involved censorship, and were eager instead to protect the interests of those – such as themselves – who owned copyrights. In 1709, the Tonsons published their edition, which, as Dugas argues, essentially ‘repackaged’ the bard. To publish an ‘edition’ of Shakespeare was implicitly to elevate his standing, although it is unclear whether the Tonsons regarded Shakespeare as extraordinarily worthy. But, at any rate, Tonson’s edition of Shakespeare contained many of the features we now associate with scholarly editions. They hired Nicholas Rowe as editor, and The Works of Mr William Shakespeare contained biographical information as well as criticism. In publishing ‘scholarly’ editions, critics were according Shakespeare the same respect that hitherto had been reserved for classical authors.2

Shortly thereafter, in 1711, John Dennis published the first work of literary criticism devoted exclusively to Shakespeare, and the Tonson editions were supplanted by those of Pope (1725), Theobald (1733), Warburton (1747), Johnson (1765), Capell (1768) and Malone (1790). The editing of Shakespeare was familiar enough and controversial enough for his editors to serve Pope well as objects of satire in The Dunciad (1728). The editors, however, felt increasingly hampered by the lack of historical fact as interest in Shakespeare the man and Shakespeare the artist was growing. They created his biography out of sparse materials and increasingly read his writing as an expression of a unique sensibility. As Margreta de Grazia argues in Shakespeare Verbatim: The Reproduction of Authenticity and the 1790 Apparatus, ‘new interests emerged’ in Edmond Malone’s edition that became and remain fundamental to Shakespeare studies. The Malone edition was


the first to emphasize the principle of authenticity in treating Shakespeare’s works and the material relating to them; the first to contain a dissertation on the linguistic and poetic particulars of Shakespeare’s period; the first to depend on facts in constructing Shakespeare’s biography; the first to include a full chronology for the plays; and the first to publish, annotate and canonize the 1609 sonnets.3



A fascination with Shakespeare’s lyrics is both consistent with the growing prestige of the lyric mode (itself also a marker of the birth of modern selfhood) and with the scholar’s assumption that the key to Shakespeare’s greatness resided in his unique genius. The reader needed to see how Shakespeare’s mind illuminated human experience. The Shakespeare admired for the mirror he held up to nature thus had become a lamp that shed its unique radiance on mankind.

However, if public discourse on Shakespeare implicitly had posited a ‘modern’ self, the shadow cast by Shakespeare – the Gothic – implied more occult dimensions of this new phenomenon, the human self. Horace Walpole’s ‘Gothic Story’ in 1764 emerges out of a curiously literal manifestation of the Gothic castle as individual self. For nearly two decades, Walpole built his country villa Strawberry Hill in his own image, constructed, as he would write in his Description of the Villa (1784), ‘to please my own taste, and to some degree to realize my own visions’.4 It was a public declaration of eccentricity, in fact, a ‘queer space’ as defined by architectural historian Aaron Betsky (1997). Since the publication of Timothy Mowl’s Horace Walpole: The Great Outsider (1996), critics have examined the hitherto unacknowledged relationship between Walpole’s sexuality and his creative works. But, while flamboyantly manifesting Walpole’s own sense of himself as different, Strawberry Hill is also designed to imply the presence of secrets. In seeking to create ‘gloomth’ (a word that he coined), Walpole wanted to create an edifice that cast a shadow. Most tellingly, he constructed at ground level a series of pointed arches, perhaps eighteen inches high at their peaks. They were filled with vertical iron bars, suggesting that a dungeon lay beneath Strawberry Hill.

In producing Otranto though an implicitly psychoanalytic process, Walpole in effect explored that dungeon. Walpole’s fictional interpretation shows that the public self is not as it appears: the most cheerful surface may hide terrible secrets; the most powerful ruler is subject to inevitable ruin. Walpole’s narrative experiment, which he rationalized by appealing to Shakespeare, brought to consciousness the shadows cast by his house, the secrets lurking in the immaterial dungeons of what would be called the unconscious. Strawberry Hill’s shadow was the Castle of Otranto. Walpole’s projection of himself as a Gothic structure of mysteries and terrible secrets prefigures the Freudian self that would emerge in rational discourse more than a century later. If humanity resides within the individual self, as the evolving discourse on Shakespeare implied, that self, Horace Walpole suggested, was a man-made structure of considerable antiquity, strongly defended against external threats but concealing within itself dark unknown forces enclosed in the dungeon of an unconscious mind.

After Walpole, the Gothic rather systematically explored the contrasting fates of male and female selves. Nor is it anachronistic to find in Shakespearean Gothic adumbrations of psychoanalysis. In Shakespeare in Psychoanalysis (2001), Philip Armstrong argues that


Shakespeare precedes psychoanalysis epistemologically, just as he does historically: that is, the modes of narrative, rhetoric, imagery and characterization that Freud, Rank and Jones encounter in Shakespearean drama all help to shape the development of psychoanalytic notions about dreamwork, the operations of the unconscious and the nature of the self.5



Armstrong also writes that Freudian theory did not colonize Shakespeare; instead, ‘the Shakespearean text slips in ahead of psychoanalytic theory, so that at the critical moment of “discovery” Freud finds Shakespeare there before him’.6 Freud does not simply notice that Hamlet suffers from an Oedipal conflict; Hamlet’s struggles teach Freud about its nature and dimensions.

In authorizing the ‘barbarous’ and the irrational, in affirming the burden of the past, Shakespeare invited us to contemplate the human elements that escape the bounds of reason and do not obey its laws. The Gothic tradition enthusiastically explored the dark shadows of post-Enlightenment culture. Its periodic lapses into conventionality enact a reality of psychoanalysis: the uninterpreted nightmare evokes terror; the familiar monster elicits a yawn or a giggle. The old nightmares lose their power, but new ones appear to take their place. Mina Harker replaces Emily St Aubert, Schedoni becomes Dr Jekyll.

However, enthroned in high culture, ‘Shakespeare’ also has cast a significant shadow, one that confirms his Gothic affinities and ironically echoes the birth of ‘Shakespeare’ in confrontations with French theory. As Richard Wilson writes in Shakespeare in French Theory: King of Shadows (2007), the Bard has provided the shadowy, monstrous Other necessary to French theorists in constructing their own political and aesthetic theories. In the revolutionary chaos that fostered the Gothic in England, French readers of Shakespeare figured him as the dangerous, ‘uncanny prefiguration of the unpoliced revolutionary mob’. To such readers the graveyard scene in Hamlet ‘came to symbolize the popular justice that the savants of the salons thought had been repressed in France’. In his first chapter, tellingly called ‘Gothic Shakespeare’, Wilson explores the origins of this French idea that Shakespeare was ‘a savage and moral monster, a barbaric negation of the Enlightenment’.7

The essays in this collection explore Shakespeare and the Gothic from various critical perspectives. Part I, ‘Gothic appropriations of “Shakespeare”’, focuses on how Gothic writers employed the Bard for their own ends. In ‘Reading Walpole reading Shakespeare’, Anne Williams examines Horace Walpole’s most overtly Shakespearean works: his paradigmatic Gothic novel Otranto, his history vindicating Richard III and his blank-verse tragedy about an apparently virtuous mother who confesses to the terrible sin of having seduced her own son. Williams argues that Shakespeare gives Walpole, who was tormented by his own family romance, a means of working through his fears of illegitimacy and its consequences for his ‘father’ and beloved mother. Rictor Norton explores the popular notion that Ann Radcliffe, as a Gothic novelist, was herself the ‘Shakespeare of romance writers’. Radcliffe’s Shakespearean epigraphs and other quotations are not, as Norton argues, mere embellishments, or tokens to legitimize her writing. Instead, Radcliffe’s characteristic affects are derived from her reading of Shakespeare. In ‘The curse of Shakespeare’, Jeffrey Kahan discusses William Henry Ireland’s Shakespeare forgeries as a context for his later Gothic novels, arguing that they not only function collectively as an apology for Ireland’s early forgeries but also seek to rehabilitate his literary reputation and to dramatize his position as a literary martyr.

However, Gothic novelists also rewrote Shakespeare’s persons and plays in their own idiom. Part II, ‘Rewriting Shakespeare’s plays and characters’, examines some of these appropriations. In ‘Shakespearean shadows’ parodic haunting of Thomas Love Peacock’s Nightmare Abbey and Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey’, Marjean D. Purinton and Marliss C. Desens examine the ‘performative Gothic’ in two novels that use Shakespeare to parody Gothic conventions. For Peacock and Austen, Shakespeare thus becomes a stage for dramatizing late eighteenth-century social anxieties. Carolyn A.Weber, in ‘Fatherly and daughterly pursuits: Mary Shelley’s Matilda and Shakespeare’s King Lear’, discusses how, in Lear, Shelley found a complex portrayal of father-daughter relations that spoke to her anxieties about her own role as daughter and author. ‘Into the madman’s dream: the Gothic abduction of Romeo and Juliet’, by Yael Shapira, takes a look at the dark side of Gothic appropriation through M. G. Lewis’s evocation of Romeo and Juliet in The Monk. In the hands of Ambrosio, a villainous Romeo, Shakespeare’s romantic plot becomes a tool for coercion and cruelty as the Bard’s lovers are refigured as rapist and victim. In ‘Gothic Cordelias: the afterlife of King Lear and the construction of femininity’, Diane Long Hoeveler discusses Amelia Opie’s Father and Daughter as a rewriting of King Lear and considers that novella’s own literary progeny. The ascendance of the father and daughter as a paradigmatic family relation based on pathos and obedience brings Shakespeare to bear on the evolving notion of English national character. Opie’s Gothic Lear recast Shakespeare’s tale of unaccommodated man, naked and alone on the heath, as a family drama based on unfailing and unconditional love.

Was Shakespeare the Gothic’s father or its creature? All literary genealogies eventually turn back on themselves, and Shakespeare’s is no exception. Part III of Shakespearean Gothic therefore considers ‘Shakespeare as [a] Gothic writer’. In ‘“We are not safe”: history, fear and the Gothic in Richard III’, Jessica Walker uncovers a latent Gothicism in Richard III, Shakespeare’s play about a much maligned king in whose defence Walpole himself took up rhetorical arms. Walker argues that Shakespeare, like Walpole, turns for inspiration to England’s medieval origins, troubling the boundary between (barbaric) past and (civilized) present in a way that would become characteristic of the Gothic as a genre. Christy Desmet’s ‘Remembering Ophelia: Ellen Terry and the Shakespearizing of Dracula’ focuses on the symbolic presence of the Shakespearean actress in Stoker’s late Gothic, where Terry functions as a liminal figure whose combination of theatricality and artifice redeems the Shakespearean plots that link the vampire and his foes, but also shows how delicate and permeable the distinction between being and seeming, living and undead, can be. Kenneth Branagh, it has been noted, filmed Ophelia’s funeral in what seems to be Highgate Cemetery, which significantly is also the location of Lucy Westenra’s family tomb. In a wide-ranging examination of Branagh’s artistic past, Susan Allen Ford’s ‘“Rites of Memory”: the heart of Kenneth Branagh’s Hamlet’ traces the Gothic ancestry of Branagh’s film as he seeks to create a Hamlet to supersede all Hamlets. The Afterword to Shakespearean Gothic, by Frederick Burwick, concludes the volume with a tour of Boydell’s Shakespeare Gallery to show that, while Gothic novelists were busy appropriating Shakespeare’s plots and characters, the Shakespeare that spectators encountered in the theatre simultaneously was being shaped to satisfy the public’s taste for Gothic horror. Gothic novels are famous for their tangled genealogies, and the story of Shakespearean Gothic is no different. Athena sprang fully armed from the head of Zeus; Milton’s Sin was born spontaneously from Lucifer’s pride in exactly the same manner. But for a genre like the Gothic, obsessed as it is with family romances, the line between Shakespeare and his Gothic heirs is indeed a tangled one. The essays in this volume seek at least to begin the process of sketching out a genealogy for this Shakespearean Gothic.

Notes

1Dror Wahrman, The Making of the Modern Self: Identity and Culture in Eighteenth-Century England (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2004), p. xii.

2Don-John Dugas, Marketing the Bard: Shakespeare in Performance and Print, 1660–1740 (Columbia and London: University of Missouri Press, 2006), p. xi.

3Margreta de Grazia, Shakespeare Verbatim: The Reproduction of Authenticity and the 1790 Apparatus (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), p. 2.

4Horace Walpole, A Description of the Villa of Mr Horace Walpole (1784; London: The Gregg Press Limited, 1964), p. iv.
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Figure 1
Ellen Terry as Ophelia in Hamlet, by William Henry Grove. Reproduced by kind permission of the National Portrait Gallery, London.
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Figure 2
Ellen Terry as Lady Macbeth in Macbeth, by William Henry Grove. Reproduced by kind permission of the National Portrait Gallery, London.
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Figure 3
Charles Kean as Leontes and Ellen Terry as Mamillius in The Winter’s Tale. Reproduced by kind permission of the National Portrait Gallery, London.
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Figure 4
Set from the 1984 Royal Shakespeare Company production of Hamlet, directed by Ron Daniels. Joe Cocks Studio Collection, reproduced by kind permission of the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust.
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Figure 5
Hamlet and the Ghost, from the 1992 Royal Shakespeare Company production of Hamlet, directed by Adrian Noble. Malcolm Davies Collection, reproduced by kind permission of the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust.
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Figure 6
Boydell Shakespeare Gallery, 2:44, Henry Fuseli, ‘Hamlet, Horatio, Marcellus and the Ghost’ (Hamlet, 1.4). Engraved by Robert Thew (29 September 1796).
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Figure 7
Boydell Shakespeare Gallery, 1:37, Henry Fuseli, ’A Heath – Macbeth, Banquo and Three Witches’ (Macbeth, 1.3). Engraved by James Caldwell (23 April 1798).
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Figure 8
Boydell Shakespeare Gallery, 1:39, Sir Joshua Reynolds, ’A Dark Cave. Three Witches, Macbeth, Hecate’ (Macbeth, 4.1). Engraved by Robert Thew (1 December 1802).
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Figure 9
 Boydell Shakespeare Gallery,2:17, Sir Joshua Reynolds, ’The Death of Cardinal Beaufort’ (2 Henry VI, 3.3). Engraved by CarolineWatson (1 August 1792).
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Figure 10
Boydell Shakespeare Gallery, 2:17, John Opie, ‘Mother Jourdain, Hume, Southwell, Bolingbroke, Eleanor’ (2 Henry VI, 1.4). Engraved by Charles Gautheir Playter and Robert Thew (1 December 1796).
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