
19th Century Appropriations And The Topic Of
Death In Modern Gothic Narratives
: A Literary Journey Through Time and Darkness

Gothic literature, with its haunting atmosphere, macabre themes, and
exploration of the supernatural, has captivated readers for centuries. In the
19th century, Gothic literature experienced a significant revival, giving rise
to iconic works such as Mary Shelley's "Frankenstein" and Edgar Allan
Poe's "The Tell-Tale Heart." These Victorian Gothic narratives explored the
complexities of death, mortality, and the human psyche, leaving an
enduring legacy that continues to shape modern Gothic storytelling.

In this captivating article, we embark on a literary journey through time,
examining the profound influence of 19th century Gothic appropriations in
modern Gothic narratives. We will delve into the ways in which
contemporary writers draw upon and reimagine Victorian sensibilities,
exploring how the topic of death remains a central and evocative element in
Gothic storytelling.
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Appropriating the Victorian Gothic: Modern Interpretations of Classic
Themes

Modern Gothic narratives often appropriate elements from their 19th
century predecessors, creating a rich tapestry of literary allusions and
intertextual connections. One prominent appropriation is the use of
Victorian Gothic settings, with their crumbling castles, eerie landscapes,
and oppressive atmospheres. These settings evoke a sense of mystery
and foreboding, immersing readers in a world where the boundaries
between reality and the supernatural blur.

Another notable appropriation is the exploration of death and mortality.
Victorian Gothic narratives were preoccupied with themes of death, decay,
and the afterlife, and these themes continue to resonate in modern Gothic
works. However, contemporary writers often approach these themes with a
fresh perspective, infusing them with new layers of meaning and relevance.

For example, in Sarah Waters' "The Little Stranger," the decaying mansion
of Hundreds Hall becomes a symbol of the protagonist's own emotional
and psychological decline. Similarly, in Guillermo del Toro's film "Crimson
Peak," the crumbling Thornhill Manor represents the sinister secrets and
repressed trauma of its inhabitants.

The Haunting Presence of Death: Its Multifaceted Roles in Gothic
Narratives
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Death is not merely a passive presence in Gothic narratives; it is an active
force that shapes the plot, characters, and themes. In 19th century Gothic
literature, death was often seen as a punishment for sin or a symbol of the
fragility of human life. However, in modern Gothic narratives, death has
taken on a more complex and multifaceted role.

In some contemporary Gothic works, death is portrayed as a source of
liberation or transformation. For example, in Toni Morrison's "Beloved," the
death of the titular character, a murdered slave girl, becomes a catalyst for
healing and reconciliation.

In other works, death is a symbol of the horrors that lurk beneath the
surface of society. For example, in Cormac McCarthy's "The Road," the
post-apocalyptic setting is a grim reminder of the fragility of civilization and
the ever-present threat of annihilation.

Beyond Appropriation: Modern Gothic Innovations and Subversions

While modern Gothic narratives often appropriate elements from their 19th
century predecessors, they also introduce innovative and subversive
elements that reflect the changing cultural and literary landscape.

One notable innovation is the rise of the urban Gothic. In contrast to the
traditional Gothic setting of the remote castle or isolated mansion, urban
Gothic narratives explore the darkness and mystery that can be found in
the heart of modern cities. For example, in Paul Tremblay's "A Head Full of
Ghosts," a suburban family is haunted by a malevolent presence that
manifests itself through their teenage daughter.



Another subversive trend in modern Gothic literature is the exploration of
marginalized voices. Traditionally, Gothic narratives have been dominated
by white, male protagonists. However, contemporary writers are
increasingly giving voice to characters from diverse backgrounds,
challenging the traditional Gothic canon and offering a more inclusive
perspective.

For example, in Tananarive Due's "The Good House," a black family moves
into a haunted house in the suburbs, only to find themselves confronting
both the supernatural and the very real horrors of racial prejudice.

: The Enduring Legacy of Death in Gothic Literature

The appropriation of 19th century Gothic elements in modern Gothic
narratives is a testament to the enduring power of Gothic literature. The
topic of death, with its inherent mystery and fascination, continues to be a
central and evocative element in Gothic storytelling. Through their
innovative interpretations and subversive reimaginings, contemporary
Gothic writers are ensuring that the genre remains a vibrant and compelling
force in the literary landscape.

From the crumbling castles of Victorian Gothic to the urban nightmares of
modern narratives, death continues to haunt the pages of Gothic literature,
reminding us of our own mortality and the darkness that lurks within and
around us.
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