
I now want to tackle the not unimportant question of ‘WHY HORROR AND TERROR’?  

What did British culture, from the time of Shakespeare onwards, find in the aesthetic 

experience of horror and terror?  It’s a consideration that applies as much to the 

eighteenth century as it does today: why, for instance, do we go to the cinema to see a 

horror film, when we know that it will cause us pain and discomfort in places? The 

answer, here, lies in the strange forms of pleasure and enjoyment that horror and terror 

were thought to offer. In his A Philosophical Enquiry Into the Origin of our Ideas of the 

Sublime and Beautiful (1757), Edmund Burke argued that sublimity, that painful yet 

pleasurable feeling of awe and astonishment experienced in the face of grandeur, 

irregularity and obscurity, was in certain ways analogous to the emotion of terror  

Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and danger, that is to 

say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant with terrible objects, or 

operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is 

productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling.  (Burke 

1757: 13).   

Burke’s influential Enquiry went a long way towards constructing the experience of 

uncomfortable emotion ‒ shock, disgust, fear ‒ as a source of aesthetic pleasure.  

Without any clear distinction between them, horror and terror, though both steeped in 

the negative emotions of pain and danger, are rendered as the source of aesthetic 

enjoyment in Burke’s influential treatise.      

 It was precisely Burke’s sense of  ‘delightful horror’, that paradoxical coupling of 

pleasure and pain in his theory of the sublime, that prompted Laetitia Aikin’s ‘On the 

Pleasure Derived from Objects of Terror’, an essay published in Miscellaneous Pieces, in 

Prose, a collection of literary and cultural reflections that she published with her brother 

John Aikin in 1773.  Like Burke and Walpole before her, Aikin’s essay makes no attempt 

to differentiate between the experience of horror and terror.  Rather, what she attempts 

to do in the piece is explore ‘the apparent delight with which we dwell upon objects of 

pure terror’, or account for the strange enjoyment that we derive from such scenes of 

‘horror’ as ‘tales of ghosts and goblins, or murders, earthquakes, fires, shipwrecks, and 

all the most terrible disasters attending on human life’. While this ‘paradox of the heart’ 

may partly be accounted for by a sense of curiosity,  this does not adequately account 

for situations in which human beings willingly expose themselves to such objects when 

matters of curiosity are no longer at stake.  The answer, then, lies in the expansive sense 

of marvel and wonder that tales of horror and terror, stories of ghosts, spectres and 

other ‘invisible beings’, evoke in the child-listener or adult reader.  However, as Aikin’s 

metaphor of torture suggests, such experiences of the marvellous are not without their 

pains  

This is the pleasure constantly attached to the excitement of surprise from new 

and wonderful objects.  A strange and unexpected event awakens the mind, and 



keeps it on the stretch; and where the agency of invisible beings is introduced, of 

“forms unseen, and mightier than we,” [a paraphrase of lines from Alexander 

Pope’s Essay on Man (1734)], our imagination, darting forth, explores with 

rapture the new world which is laid open to its view, and rejoices in the expansion 

of its powers. Passion and fancy co-operating elevate the soul to its highest pitch; 

and the pain of terror is lost in amazement.  (Aikin and Aikin 1773: 125)  

It thus follows that ‘the more wild, fanciful, and extraordinary are the circumstances of 

a scene of horror, the more pleasure we receive from it’.  For Anna Laetitia Aikin, then, 

it is the imaginative expansiveness of wonder that sort of anaesthetises the pain of 

horror and terror when reading a fiction such as The Castle of Otranto, a narrative, she 

observes, that successfully adapted and applied  these emotions ‘to the model of Gothic 

romance’.   

Other eighteenth-century aestheticians, such as James Beattie and Nathan Drake, 

undertook similar things – that is, they attempted to account for the strange pleasure 

of pain, the curious fascination of the aesthetic of horror and terror.   But it was only 

really with Ann Radcliffe, the most popular and successful writer of Gothic romance in 

1790s Britain, that horror and terror as two separate but related ‘Gothic’ effects were 

properly described and theorised.   In a essay entitled ‘On the Supernatural in Poetry’ 

that was posthumously published in The New Monthly Magazine in 1826, Radcliffe, 

responding to Burke, Aikin and Beattie before her, articulated a clear distinction 

between horror and terror, and in the process, provided a conceptual framework 

through which horror and terror in Gothic literature has been perceived ever since.  It 

is during a discussion of the relative merits of Shakespeare’s Hamlet and Macbeth that 

two gentlemen travellers, Mr S[impson] and Mr W[illoughton], that Mr Willoughton, a 

fictional stand-in for Radcliffe herself, is led to make the following remark  

Terror and horror are so far opposite, that the first expands the soul, and awakens 

the faculties to a higher degree of life; the other contracts, freezes, and nearly 

annihilates them.  I apprehend, that neither Shakspeare [sic] nor Milton by their 

fictions, nor Mr. Burke by his reasoning, anywhere looked to positive horror as a 

source of the sublime, though they all agree that terror is a very high one; and 

where lies the great difference between horror and terror, but in the uncertainty 

and obscurity, that accompany the first, respecting the dreaded evil?  (Radcliffe 

1826: 149-50) 

This distinction between horror and terror is worth pausing over.  Terror, Mr 

Willoughton / the Radcliffean figure claims, expands and enlarges the soul, while 

horror constricts the observer’s faculties almost to the point of death.  Terror is 

sublime, while ‘positive horror’ lacks sublimity because it dispenses altogether with 

the principle of obscurity, one of the Burkean sublime’s most necessary properties.  If 

terror is generated by vagueness, mystery, uncertainty and a lack of clarity, horror 



resides in immediacy and the positive ‘presence’ of the ‘dreaded evil’.  Implicit in this 

is Radcliffe’s close reading of Burke’s Enquiry, in which matters of immediacy and 

proximity are said to compromise and frustrate the workings of sublime terror. ‘When 

danger or pain press too nearby’, Burke had argued, ‘they are incapable of giving any 

delight’.   Radcliffe adopts a similar position, but rather than using horror and terror 

interchangeably, as Burke had done, specifically defines ‘terror’ in the essay as the 

pleasurable effect that is generated when the sublime object is placed at an 

appropriate distance from the spectator, and horror as its ghastly, all-too-immediate 

opposite.  In Radcliffe’s account 


