
The distinctions that Radcliffe put forward in 1826 have proved to be very useful to the 

critical appreciation of Romantic-era Gothic writing. I’ve already said that Gothic 

romancers in the period 1764-1820 would not have considered themselves, primarily, as 

writers of either ‘horror’ or ‘terror’, to the exclusion of the other term.  Nonetheless, the 

distinctions provide a convenient and generally defensible means of ordering the vast 

number of Gothic fictions that were published in the late eighteenth- and early 

nineteenth-century Britain. I’ve illustrated some of the primary differences between 

horror and terror on the slide.  With the rise of Anglo-American literary-critical 

feminism in the 1970s, horror and terror were reconfigured in gendered terms, with 

horror being superimposed upon a ‘masculine’ tradition of Gothic writing, and terror 

becoming synonymous with the feminine or female.  While horror is the writing of 

immediacy, shock and confrontation, terror relies upon obscurity, deferral and 

suspense; if horror is the fiction of the fully-realised supernatural, terror merely gestures 

towards the possible but ultimately unlikely existence of ghosts.  Terror is the writing 

of sublimity, horror the literature of sensation, terror the writing of the fraught and 

haunted consciousness, horror always firmly rooted in the body.  While horror is 

visually graphic to the point of being lurid, terror as a mode often frustrates the visual 

sense by occluding sites of disturbance with veils, curtains, tapestries and palls.   I now 

briefly want to illustrate the differences between the two Gothic modes by referring to 

two well-known Gothic fictions of the 1790s, Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho 

of 1794, and Matthew Lewis’s The Monk: A Romance of 1796.   

Let’s talk about The Monk, one of the most outrageous Gothic novels, first.  Remember, 

as I speak, that Lewis’s novel epitomises the features of HORROR.    The primary plot 

of Lewis’s novel concerns the story of Father Ambrosio, the seemingly pious Abbot of 

the Church of the Capuchins in Madrid, Spain.  Behind this outwardly respectable 

façade, however, lurks a cesspool of unfilled carnal desire that is blasphemously stirred 

by an erotic image of the Virgin Mary, and then realized to extreme proportions 

throughout the rest of the narrative with the aid of a cross-dressing Satanic temptress 

named Matilda.  Filled with scenes of ghostly conjuration and magical congress with the 

world of the dead, The Monk refuses to dispense with the supernatural through a last-

minute recourse to rational explanation.  Its narrative, though, is equally grounded in 

the desires of the flesh, and Father Ambrosio’s libidinous path eventually comes to 

include the rape of his sister and the murder of his own mother.  Brought to justice for 

the crimes of rape, murder and necromancy by the office of the Inquisition in the novel’s 

final chapters, Ambrosio makes a Faustian pact with Satan, who then reneges on the 

deal and plunges the monk from a great height to his bloody, gruesome and lingering 

death on the rocks below. 

Moments of horror punctuate the text throughout.  In the famous ‘Bleeding Nun’ 

episode, for instance, the heroine Agnes seeks to escape from the Castle in which she 

has been imprisoned by dressing up as the  Bleeding Nun herself, a ghost that apparently 



returns to haunt the castle every 5 years.  Through this, she plans to join her lover, 

Raymond, who is waiting for her outside the castle.  The scheme goes disastrously awry, 

though, when, at the moment of rendezvous, Raymond realises that he clasps in his 

arms not the disguised body of his beloved but the ghost of the legendary Bleeding Nun 

herself.  Look at this description from the text, on the slide 

God Almighty!  it was the bleeding nun!  It was my lost companion!  Her face was 

still veiled, but she no longer held her lamp and dagger.  She lifted up her veil 

slowly.  What a sight presented itself to my startled eyes!  I beheld before me an 

animated corse.  Her countenance was long and haggard; her cheeks and lips 

were bloodless; the paleness of death was spread over her features; and her eye-

balls, fixed stedfastly [sic] upon me, were lustreless and hollow.  (Lewis 2004: 

155). 

Anticipations of love are replaced by a glimpse of absolute horror.  Raymond’s responses 

at this moment clearly display horror’s physical effects: remaining as ‘inanimate as a 

statue’ with his nerves ‘bound up in impotence’, his blood is ‘frozen’ in his veins. His 

shock, though, is coupled with a morbid sense of fascination, as he comes to experience 

the ambivalences, the simultaneous attractions and repulsions of horror such as those 

theorised by Burke, Aikin, Beattie and Radcliffe: ‘My eyes were fascinated, and I had not 

the power of withdrawing them from the spectre’s’, he says.  A similar coupling of horror 

and disgust occurs when, her crimes having been exposed, the cruel Prioress of the 

Convent of St Clare is brutally torn limb from limb by an enraged crowd in the streets 

of Madrid.  Dissatisfied with her death, they proceed to punish her body until it is 

reduced to an unrecognisable, bloody mass: ‘They beat it, trod upon it, and ill-used it, 

till it became no more than a mass of flesh, unsightly, shapeless, and disgusting’.  While 

horror graphically reduces the body to its material basis, it is important to remember 

that the way in which it does so is always historically defined and culturally specific: 

perceived as a threat to the process of national, Protestant identity-formation in the 

eighteenth century, Catholics in early Gothic fiction become the ultimate objects, 

sources and causes of horror.  

These and other horrors of The Monk are all extremely different from a text to 

which, as we know, Matthew Lewis was partly responding when he wrote it: namely, 

Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho of 1794.  It was perhaps the most famous, 

successful, plagiarized and parodied Gothic fiction of its day.  The plot is far too long to 

summarise here, but suffice it to say that it concerns the experience of a young woman, 

Emily St Aubert, and the numerous travails that she experiences as a young woman, 

many of them in the mysterious Gothic castle of the novel’s title.  This Gothic maiden 

is pursued by a villain, the Signor Montoni, an Italian aristocrat with a nefarious past, 

who effectively imprisons her, for a considerable portion of the narrative, in his Gothic 

castle in the Appenine Mountains in Italy.  Here, Emily is subjected to physical violence, 



cruelty, and, of course, superstitious imaginings.  One of the major episodes in the 

fiction concerns the mysteries behind the black veil: what unbearable object of horror 

and terror, the fiction prompts its readers to ask, lies behind this mysterious black veil 

in the castle?  And from where does the ghostly music that haunts the battlements at 

Udolpho come from?  Is the castle haunted?  It certainly seems like it for much of the 

action.   

However, Radcliffe’s characteristic narrative strategy in Udolpho, as in many of 

her other fictions, is eventually to supply the supernatural, and, in fact, any object of 

curiosity, with rational explanations.  She effectively dispenses with ghosts by showing 

that what we thought were spectres were merely figments of our imagination, or the 

work of real-life human beings.  This is her characteristic technique of the explained 

supernatural, an aspect of her art that seemed to irritate many of the critics of her day.  

Through this, neither the reader nor the characters in the fiction are ever really exposed 

to objects of horror, as they are in Lewis.  I’m not about to throw away any spoilers, but 

suffice it to say that the horrors that we thought to find behind the black veil are NOT 

horrors at all.  All mysteries ultimately have rational, concrete explanations, and we as 

readers are effectively screened off from extreme horror.  Instead, the responses of 

suspense and intrigue dominate her narrative.  Unlike the graphic and immediate 

horror of Lewis, Radcliffe writes the literature of TERROR.   

 


