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· Week Three -  Introduction to the Gothic
Gothic conventions
The following conventions are from a seminal work on the gothic by Wolfgang Kayser entitled The Grotesque in Art and Literature published in 1957 and translated by Ulrich Weisstein (Columbia UP, 1963 and 1981).

· CREATES FEAR AND ANXIETY -  This is usually accomplished through the use of archetypal settings that can be architectural such as ancestral homes, cathedrals and abbeys, schools and castles.  These are usually large edifices that are old and have hidden secrets and histories.  Other types of settings that are organic in nature include mountain landscapes, swamps, jungles, deserts and oceanic seascapes.  These physical spaces inspire awe and terror simultaneously; they diminish the significance of humankind.  Atmospheric elements are also important aspects of these settings.  Fog, rain, mist, lightening and of course darkness are all elements that are typical of gothic settings and help to create mystery and uncertainty.  The presence of the supernatural and the uncanny most often part of the experience of these settings also aid in the creation of fear and terror.  Please view the Google Images that I have posted this week and explore some of these settings.
· UNSTABLE CATEGORIES OF EXISTENCE  -  Gothic texts of the eighteenth century were largely reacting to rationalism and the assertion that human knowledge could rival the power of Nature and that humans are capable of endless discovery.  Through the period of the Enlightenment, this faith in human knowledge and the boundlessness of it was demonstrated through elaborate categorization of all forms of animals, flora, fauna and minerals.  The gothic challenges this assertion by insisting on the limits of human knowledge and emphasizing that which cannot be discovered.  One way in which this challenge to rationalism is expressed in the gothic is through the mixing and conflating of categories of existence.  In decorative and visual arts, this results in fabric designs, furniture carvings and paintings that have figures that seem to combine elements of various species into one;  a floral pattern may contain a human face and elements of other animals within one representation.  The bat one of the archetypal symbols of the gothic is gothic because a bat can fly but is not a bird;  it has wings but is a mammal and has aspects of canines.  It is an example of the commingling of these categories. Another example is the way that the animate and the inanimate are conflated.  1
Death is conflated with life and life with death.  Victor Frankenstein creates life from death in Shelley’s novel.  In the gothic, houses sigh and doors moan.  Boundaries that provide order and stability are crossed and undermined in the gothic.

· THE FAMILIAR WORLD MADE STRANGE  -  One of the main features that distinguishes gothic texts from fairy tales is that the world that is created in the former is not a mystical and magical world that is often central to the latter but it is the familiar world made strange through a process of estrangement that can be sudden and random.  The transformation of the places and people of the everyday into the unrecognizable creates terror.  This process of alienation can also be manifested in the ways we know ourselves.  Self-alienation and self-estrangement often mirror the estrangement to environments.

· THE ART OF GROTESQUERIE   -  In gothic architecture, the presence of irregular forms, asymmetrical design, elaborate carvings in stone and wood, and gargoyles is typical.  One of the best examples of this Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris or closer to home, Queen’s Park in Toronto.  Gargoyles that blur the categories of existence discussed earlier are examples of the commingling of serpent, lion, bird and human in one sculptural figure.  These sculptures also reflect the kind of exaggeration of particular features such as large mouths, extended tongues, and bulging eyes.  This distortion of forms and features is unsettling and can be frightening.  This is one of the reasons gargoyles are often placed outside of buildings and at thresholds such as windows and doorways; they ward off evil.  In the art of caricature, the use of distortion and exaggeration of a particular physical feature magnifies this aspect of a person so that all one sees is that particular distortion.  This has the effect of dehumanizing the person.  The person is estranged from self and the rest of humanity through this depiction.  Gothic texts are predominated with these forms of grotesques in representations of settings and characters.  These grotesques add to the experience of estrangement.
· THE PRESENCE OF DOPPELGANGERS  -  The word “doppelganger” comes from the Germanic as many terms such as “gothic” originate in the Germanic cultures of the early medieval period.  Doppelganger means twin or double.  Doppelgangers can be literal such as the existence of twins or metaphoric such as two characters that mirror or reflect aspects of their personality in each other. This doubling or twinning can also be manifested within the same person in a psychological manner. This amplification of characteristics acts as a type of magnification similar to the distortions of the art of grotesquerie.  Often one character is positioned as a binary opposition to another such as one twin that represents evil while the other represents good; one represents corruption while the other 
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     represents morality.  Often the representation of doppelgangers in the                                
          gothic makes it difficult to distinguish between the two as they conflate.  
· SIMULTANEOUS ATTRACTION AND REPULSION  -  Since gothic art is complicated in its representative forms, it requires complicated responses to interpreting its many meanings.  What provokes our fear and terror; what creates a natural reaction to look away, to run away often provokes an impulse to look and to attract us.  The responses that these kind of written and visual texts evoke are complex and contradictory and participate in basic human responses to fear.  When we encounter a scene of human suffering such as a car crash, we do not simply drive pass but slow down and look.  There is a simultaneous response of attraction and repulsion to such incidents.  This is also true in the experience of the gothic.

· THE FEAR OF LIFE  -  The predominant emotion that is evoked in the experience of the gothic is terror and fear;  however, it is not the fear of death ironically but the fear of life even though the theme of the gothic is death and decay.  Since estrangement and alienation are central features of the gothic, what a character often hopes for is death as a kind of release from an experience of self in a world no longer recognizable or tolerable. In many gothic works, the perspective that is offered is abysmal. The familiar ground under one’s feet has suddenly and randomly opened to expose a gapping hole and to undermine forever any sense of stability in the world.  In this context, death is often welcome because existence is what is most frightening.
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