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INTRODUCTION



To interpret a text is not to give it a (more or less justified,
more or less free) meaning, but on the contrary to appreciate
what plural constitutes it.

Roland Barthes, S/Z*

Multiple versions exist laterally, not vertically. [...]

Oscillation is not hierarchical.

Linda Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation=*



The Transforming Muses:
Towards a Theorization of Stage Appropriation

Between creation and reception: appropriation as a textual practice

This thesis aims to provide a different point of entry to Gothic novel and drama
through the channel of appropriation. In my theory, appropriation gives equal
epistemological status to both verbal and non-verbal sign systems. This strategy allows
for a holistic approach to Gothic and to analyse several literary-cultural formations as
correlated, rather than discrete. Furthermore, | prefer to approach what I define as the
“appropriated texts” in an anti-hierarchical fashion. I do not believe that hypertexts are
necessarily more degraded or less refined than hypotexts.1 | simply see them as
different, and think of them as cultural echoes from the past —signals of the intertextual
dimension and of the cultural dialectics which in my opinion originate and constitute
any work of art.

Before proceeding with any further theoretical issues, an explanation of the
concept of appropriation should be provided. I offer the following definition:
appropriation is the multiple process of consumption and creative (re)production of
objects/texts enacted by the author(s) and the audiences. The use of the plural forms
here is fully intentional. As | explain in Part I, ch. 1, the definition “author(s)” reflects
the collaborative nature of late-eighteenth century performance, and challenges
traditional notions of monologic authorship in the Romantic era. Michael Gamer’s

argument concerning Romantic authorship has greatly influenced my study: “the

* The epigraphs are taken from R Barthes, S/Z, transl. by Richard Miller, preface by Richard Howard (London:
Jonathan Cape, 1975), p. 4 and L. Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation (New-York-London: Routledge, 2006), pp.
Xiii-xv.

1 My use of the terms intertextual, transtextual and any other reference to textuality in the “second degree”,
including transmodality, is profoundly indebted to the theorisation offered by Gérard Genette, Palimpsests:
Literature in the Second Degree. Translated by Channa Newman and Claude Doubinsky; foreword by Gerald Prince.
Lincoln (Neb.)-London: University of Nebraska Press, 1997.



explosion of Gothic fiction and stage drama —especially a drama that depends upon
spectacle, and therefore upon the work of many hands — destabilizes the notions of
authorship and originality in the Romantic period. [...] Does the author reside in the
text of the play or in the effect of its stage production?” Gamer wonders.2 Similarly,
“audience(s)” seems more appropriate than audience, primarily because we are dealing
with (at least) two separate publics —a public of readers and one of spectators, the first
often merging into the second- a social hendiadys which might be simply referred to as
the addressee or receiver of the narrative/dramatic message. Secondly, theatre and
social historians have taught us that the composition of the late-Georgian theatrical
audience was volatile and hardly homogeneous in terms of tastes and membership.3 It
included members of various as much as varying social groups —generally positioned in
the boxes, pit and gallery— who freely intermixed in the space of a single theatrical
night, as | explain in Part Il, ch.1. Crucially, the diversified composition of the audience
implies that different horizons of expectations, frames of reference, cultural and
dramatic competences coexisted for any given performance.

As far as the relation of Gothic theatre and the novel in the 1790s is concerned, |
identify two main appropriative modes, which offered the audiences two easily-

identifiable transmodal interfaces:

a) page-to-stage appropriation. This is a transmodal form similar to adaptation.
In its most common occurrence, it indicates the process whereby a novel is
adapted for the stage. Usually, the adaptor and the novelist are not the same
person, although they may be so as in the case of Lewis’s The Bravo of
Venice, 1804, which the author himself dramatised as Rugantino, The Bravo

of Venice (Covent Garden, 1805.)4 In this thesis, ‘page-to-stage appropriation’

2M. Gamer, “Authors in Effect: Lewis, Scott, and the Gothic Drama”, English Literary History 66 (1999), p. 833-
34. See also M. Gamer, Romanticism and the Gothic. Genre, Reception, and Canon Formation (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000).

3 See chapter III, “Repertoire, tastes, and audiences”, Donald Roy (ed.), Romantic and Revolutionary Theatre, 1789-
1860 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 110-162.

4M.G. Lewis, The Bravo of Venice, available from http://www.globusz.com/ebooks/Bravo/00000010.htm. The
author has tried her best endeavours to ensure that the website addresses referred to in her study are correct and
active. However, no guarantee can be made that a site will remain accessible or that the contents will be still relevant
to the present research.
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will be illustrated by looking at the case of Fontainville Forest (Covent
Garden, 1794), a successful adaptation by James Boaden of Ann Radcliffe’s
first best-selling novel, The Romance of the Forest (1794). By the time
Boaden adapted the novel, this had already been through four editions. The
excitement generated by the appearance of a stage version may be imagined
when we learn that it “compete[d] with a production of Handel’s Oratorios
with which Kemble was opening his New Drury Lane.”>

This example is quite suitable for a study of appropriation in that the
‘appropriated text’ (Radcliffe’s) was very popular and remained clearly
identifiable in its transmigrations. Therefore, we may assume that many
spectators went to the theatre after having read the novel, or at least were
familiar with it through the numerous reports, comments and excerpts which
appeared in the press during the 1790s (for instance in the journal Monthly
Extracts). Their enjoyment would thus be the result of their dynamic
perception of textual sameness and difference.

Arguably, any of the ‘follow-ups’ to the novel —be they critical, narrative,
performative, visual- would have the potential to reshape the initial decoding.
In point of fact we know that Boaden actually capitalized on Radcliffe’s
success, as proven by the subtitle of the printed version of his play, which
runs “Founded on the Romance of the Forest,”6 thus foregrounding its literary
source. As well as focalising the audiences’ attention,’ such a paratextual
device predetermines and encourages a certain type of reception. Accordingly,
at the intra-textual level we may define its implied receiver as ‘ideal” or
‘virtual’® We may thus surmise that the task awaiting most of Boaden’s
audiences consisted in the oscillation between two contiguous signifying

systems (the play and the novel), a process characterized on the one hand by

5 R. Norton, Mistress of Udolpho. The Life of Ann Radcliffe (London-New York: Leicester University Press, 1999),

6 The front page of Fontainville Forest is reproduced in The Plays of James Boaden, edited by Steve Cohan (New
York-London: Garland, 1980), no page number.

7 For the concept of focalisation, see G. Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press and Oxford: Blackwell, 1980), pp. 189-194.

8u. Eco, The Role of the Reader (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1979).
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the pleasures of repetition (the re-telling as ‘showing’ of Radcliffe’s work)
and on the other by change (its adaptation as “re-mediation” on to the stage).®
This twofold process of fruition (simple and complex) is explained by Linda
Hutcheon as follows: “if we know the adapted work, there will be a constant
oscillation between it and the new adaptation we are experiencing; if we do
not, we will not experience the work as an adaptation.”10

Arguably, the investigation of the methodology of stage appropriation as
adaptation is also an enquiry into the role of the Model Spectator. As
explained by Marco De Marinis, the concern of such an investigation is “to
show in what way and to what degree a performance anticipates a certain kind
of spectator (a certain kind of reception).”1! At the same time we may also
imagine that even those members of the audience unfamiliar with The
Romance of the Forest may have still been able to enjoy Fontainville Forest
as a drama in its own right, and place it within the contemporary cultural
context. Finally, as far as the present-day reader is concerned, even if we
approach Boaden’s play without any previous knowledge of Radcliffe’s work,
the subtitle of the drama still makes us aware of the overt presence of a
hypotext. In this way, present-day readers may still fairly easily connect the

play with its narrative source text (the novel) —if they wish to do so.

b) stage-to-page appropriation. This is a transmodal form similar to adoption,
inclusion or incorporation. The novel draws from and assimilates various
past- and present-day plays and theatrical forms, both legitimate and
illegitimate. In my thesis | examine Matthew Gregory Lewis’s The Monk
(1796), an example of ‘omnivorous’ text that silently, yet efficiently
appropriates a variety of contemporary spectacular forms and conventions
taken from the fringe world of pantomime and visual shows. These signs of

the spectacular alien are assumed and assimilated within the narratives in such

9 For the definition of “remediation”, see L. Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation, cit.
10 1bid., p. xv. The italics are in the text.
11M. De Marinis, “Dramaturgy of the Spectator”, The Drama Review, Vol. 31, No 2 (1987), p. 103.
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an efficient and inconspicuous way that they are no longer perceived as other
but, rather, they appear as fully naturalised.
From the point of view of historical reception, it follows that whereas The
Monk’s metatextual dimension may have been easily recognised by the
contemporary public, present-day readers may in fact find it more difficult to
recognise, and accordingly they may risk missing the implicit transtextual
relationships present therein. In this latter case, The Monk’s covert textual
plurality in fact limits the number of competent readers and partially
predetermines their level of enjoyment.12 Hans Robert Jauss has articulated
the “hermenecutic difference” between hypotext and hypertext as follows:
When the author of a work is unknown, his intent undeclared, and his relation to
sources and models only directly accessible, the philological question of how the text is

‘properly’ — that is, ‘from its intentions and time” — to be understood can best be answered
if one foregrounds it against those works that the author explicitly or implicitly

presupposed his contemporary audience to know.13

In point of fact no specific source text is ever named in The Monk —
particularly so because it is not a single text but rather a cluster of theatrical
elements which in fact Lewis mutely referred to and appropriated. The author
mingles, fuses and structures the novel’s partial texts —which in my model not
only include what we may traditionally call ‘the narrative’ but also the
scenery, music, and special effects present therein. From the addressee’s point
of view, we may say that the author structures the receiver’s attention by
defocalising it away from some of these partial texts only to refocalise it on
others. It follows that the intertextual and intertheatrical dimension of the
novel may be inferred and recuperated only through the Ideal Reader’s prior
knowledge of the theatrical context and familiarity with the set of codes which

characterised contemporary stage conventions and stagecraft. This complex

12 For a discussion of the concept of “open work™ in relation to Barthes’s theory of the plural in the text, see U. Eco,
The Open Work, transl. by A. Cancogni, with an introduction by D. Robey (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University

Press, 1989). For the idea of “double coding” elaborated by Charles Jencks, The Language of Post-Modern
Architecture (London, 1977) in its relation to literary texts and intertextuality, see U. Eco, “Intertextual Irony and

Levels of Reading”. On Literature. Transl. by Martin McLaughlin (Harvest Books, 2005), pp. 212-235).
BH.R Jauss, Towards an Aesthetic of Reception (London: The Harvester Press, 1982), p. 28.
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textual density makes The Monk’s spectacularity particularly opaque and
difficult to retrieve for the reader of the present time.

| contend that putting the spotlight on the covert appropriative mode enacted
by The Monk —as much as by many other works in the Gothic vein— may be an
effective way of approaching the text and making it ‘come off.’14
Furthermore, | argue that this reading strategy au second degré must have
been a fairly common practice for many contemporary readers, at least for a
large part of those who attended the theatre or recognized its conventions. It
may be useful here to remember that the late Georgian public was familiar
with various forms of intersemiotic translation and re-mediation through
several contemporary, highly successful economic ventures; amongst these in
the 1790s we may recall Alderman John Boydell’s Shakespeare Gallery
(opened in 1789), which by 1791 had at least sixty-five paintings on display,
and Fuseli’s Milton Gallery (1791-99), which exhibited a series of forty

pictures inspired by episodes of Paradise Lost.1>

In case of both ‘page-to-stage’ and ‘stage-to-page’ transmigrations, stage
appropriations activate various levels of understanding and enjoyment in the receiver.
Although all of them are legitimate, only those concerned with stage appropriations as
such are relevant to the present study.

As well as directly addressing the two cases of adaptation and incorporation
illustrated above, my thesis also engages with a diversified parterre of ‘novel-to-stage’
and ‘stage-to-novel” appropriations exemplified by the Gothic of the 1790s, such as the
use of literary insertions (epigraphs, citations) and the incorporation of extra-literary
allusions (musical or vestmental additions and quotations). This mechanism recycles

various cultural material of higher or canonical status (for instance Shakespearian

14 The term is used by Paul Dwyer, the translator into English of Marco De Marinis’s article, as follows: “the
performance only ‘comes off” to the extent that the real audience corresponds to the anticipated one, thus reacting to
the performance in the desired way” (“Dramaturgy of the Spectator”, cit., p. 103).

15 The interface art, commerce and literature in the 1790s is discussed in Luisa Cale, Fuseli’s Milton Gallery
Turning ‘Reader into Spectators’ (Oxford: Clarendon, 2006). Particularly useful for my research is Cale’s
examination of the literary galleries as multi-medial visual anthologies that implied the presence of an active
spectator (chapters 2 and 3).
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dramas, Milton’s poetry or eminent musical arias), thus providing an example of what
we may define as generic ennoblement or ‘canonical relocation’. I define this latter
practice as a form of cultural appropriation, which aimed at aggrandizing and
canonically repositioning the Gothic text.16

Parts I and 1 of the thesis —the site of general insights in the mechanisms of
appropriation— will contextualise and illustrate the Gothic drama in the 1790s. These
two wide-ranging historiographical chapters will be complemented by a third part
dedicated to the analysis of Fontainville Forest and The Monk, the two texts which |
use as case studies to illustrate in some detail the practice of stage appropriation.
Roman Jakobson’s theory of translation as applied to Film Studies has offered many
helpful insights during the elaboration of this last part of my study, in particular as
regards the concepts of ‘intra-linguistic’ translation (translation within one single
language) and ‘intersemiotic’ translation or transmutation (translation between different
semiotic systems, including nonverbal configurations).1? In the final part of my work |
also move from the methodological to the theoretical level of the enquiry. Here |
contend that the two forms of stage appropriation I have discussed (‘novel-to-stage’
and ‘stage-to-novel”) provide a visual (or ostensive) model of the epistemological

uncertainties at the heart of Gothic.18

Appropriation: the nuts and bolts.

Starting from the above theoretical premises, | argue that appropriation represents

both process and product, and in this sense it may be compared to adaptation.19 In

16 For a discussion of Radcliffe’s use of quotations and references, see below, pp. 226 et foll. See also Norton, The
Mistress of Udolpho , cit., for Shakespeare’s influence on Radcliffe (p. 73).

17 R. Jakobson, Essais de linguistique générale (Paris: Seuil, 1963). In English see Jakobson, “On the Linguistic
Aspects of Translation”. In Reuben A. Bower (ed.), On Translation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1966), pp.
232-39.

18 Umberto Eco explains ostension as follows: ““ Ostension is one of the various ways of signifying, consisting in
de-realizing a given object in order to make it stand for an entire class. But ostension is, at the same time, the most
basic instance of performance.” When any performer signifies by ostension he/she represents through gesture,
“doing something which is theatre at its best, since I not only tell you something, but I am offering to you a model,
giving you an order or a suggestion, outlining a utopia or a feasible project.” (“Semiotics of Theatrical
Performance”, The Drama Review, Vol. 21, No. 1 (1977), pp. 110-11).

19 Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation, cit.

14



effect appropriation may be perceived and enjoyed as a form of re-telling (in the sense
as a text au second degré) or more simply at face value as straightforward
telling/showing —just like adaptation. In other words, | suggest that stage appropriation
is the performance of a textual transit.

Stage appropriation purports to be a productive or transitive mode of using the
text,20 which is a practice necessary —and in my theory at times implied— at the
synchronic and diachronic level by both the critical and general audiences of Gothic.
Appropriation readjusts the audiences’ competences, which are simultaneously
projected backward and forward, on both the absent and the present texts —what we
may define as the more or less implied hypotext(s) and their explicit hypertext. The
process of filling the gap between present and absent texts —i.e. the process of
actualising the texts’ semantic potential— coincides with and at the same time engenders
a third virtual textual level, which exists only in the mind of the addressee. The
audiences are directly co-opted into the actualisation of this form of third-level
textuality, which is the virtual result of the spectators/readers’ process of
decoding/encoding. As a matter of fact it does not exist in actuality either on the stage
or the page, and yet it is always potentially there —a new text born of the multiple
pleasures of recognition, remembrance, interpretation and understanding, in which
reception entails production.

Before proceeding with an examination of appropriation and the role of the
addressee it is important to note, however, that the theoretical model I present aims to
offer only one among many possible ways of approaching the variety of texts that form
the Gothic mode in the 1790s. The purport of my reading is in no way exclusive, and in
fact it strives against any attempt at inflexible monologism. After all, there can be no
concrete evidence that all of the spectators had the same level of intertextual or cultural
competence or that they had all read the texts that were appropriated on the stage and
the page respectively. Although it may be surmised that in the case of the adaptations
of very famous novels the spectators must have been familiar with the relevant

narrative hypotexts, this may not necessarily be true for lesser known works of fiction.

20 Barthes, S/Z, cit., p. 4.
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Similarly, in case of hypertexts with ‘uncooperative’ (opaque), generic or misleading
titles the source text(s) may have remained unclear or vague. This may apply to Henry
Siddons’s The Apparition of the Cliffs (Covent Garden 1794), which was very loosely
based on Radcliffe’s Sicilian Romance or Miles Peter Andrews, The Mysteries of the
Castle (Covent Garden, 1794), partly based on the same novel.2! As we realise from
the formulaic titles of both Siddons’ and Andrews’ plays, the recurrent themes and
structures of Gothic may have further contributed to distancing those narrative
hypotexts which had no open peritextual or epitextual acknowledgement in either the
dramas or their published re-mediations.22

| suggest that appropriation may thus concern either specific texts (clearly
identifiable by virtue of the addressee’s prior competence) or more generally inferential
frames of reference dictated by the horizons of expectation and textual/theatrical
strategies activated by the reader/spectator.23 | argue that appropriation spotlights two
different and by no means exclusive interpretative processes. These vary in the degree
of their complexity, and may be defined as

1) au second degré or hermeneutic —in which case the addressee recognizes,

correctly collocates and understands the hypertexts—

and

2) au premier degré or simple —in which case the performance or the novel is

not recognised as referring back to another work or cluster of works.
The palimpsestic pleasure of the text is the result of the addressee’s active shift
between these two levels of reception.
A final critical caveat concerns the role of the gendered reader. It is not the

intention of this study to propose an investigation of viewing and the process of ‘gap-

filling’ at the basis of appropriation as structured by the unconscious —a privileged topic

21 The full title of H. Siddons’s work is The Sicilian Romance or, The Apparitions of the Cliffs, An Opera. As
performed with universal applause at the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden (London: printed for J. Barker, Drury Lane,
1794). M. P. Andrews, The Mysteries of the Castle: A Dramatic Tale. In Three Acts: As Performed at the Theatre
Royal, Covent Garden (London: printed by W. Woodfall for T. N. Longman, Paternoster Row, 1795)

22 peri- and epitextual elements in relation to the voice of the author or publisher are discussed in G. Genette,
Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, translated by J. E. Lewi; foreword by R. Macksey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997).

23 See K. Elam, “Intertextual relations and decodification”, The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama (London-New
York: Routledge, 2006), pp. 83-87.
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of Film Theory, particularly of feminist studies. | am aware that visual pleasure and the
morality of the spectator remain central to many interpretations of Gothic, in particular
as regards the representation of women and its gender-specific reception and
interpretation. The analysis | propose, however, primarily aims at providing a
functional definition and some general insights for the study of stage appropriation.
Thus I only touch on what Laura Mulvey has defined as the split between spectacle and
classic narrative, what we may rephrase as the passive and active stance of viewing.24 |
feel that the interest in stage appropriation is still so recent — we may say still in its
infancy- that at the moment it is more important to lay the foundations of this
theoretical enquiry.

Nevertheless, as | will explore in my discussion of Sarah Siddons and Gothic in
Part I1, ch. 2 of this study, an important field of investigation opens up for the study of
the relationship between gender-specific responses to seeing and appropriation —taken
in their connection with both eighteenth-century aesthetic thought and the apparatus of
the gaze. It might be useful here to remember that, as demonstrated by Ellen Donkin,
eighteenth-century stage management and theatre production were almost exclusively
male-centred, thus marginalizing women’s presence and practice.2> Audience and stage
interaction were also markedly gendered, as proven by the impact on female spectators
of such shocking plays as Matthew G. Lewis’s The Captive (1803). As many
contemporary commentators noted, this monodrama famously played for one night
only before an audience in which many ladies were driven “into fits by the forcible and

affective manner of the actress.”26 Similarly, forms of “co-voyeurism”27 were exploited

24 The spectator’s look and the pleasures of viewing are presented in Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema”, Screen, Vol. 16, No. 3 (1975), pp. 6-18. See also Jill Dolan, The Feminist Spectator As Critic (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1988). For a summary of the various schools of criticism providing a reading of
Gothic, including feminist approaches, see below, Part | note 32 and 33.

25E, Donkin, Getting Into the Act: Women Playwrights in London, 1776-1829 (London: Routledge, 1995).

26 The passage from the Biographia Dramatica is quoted in J. Cox, “Introduction”, in Seven Gothic Dramas, 1789-
1825, edited and with an introduction by Jeffrey Cox (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1992), p. 43. The text of the
monodrama was contained in The Life and Correspondence of M. G. Lewis With many pieces in prose and verse,
never before published. In two volumes. London: Henry Colburn, 1839. Disinterested sensibility has been recently
discussed in Fiona Price, “ ‘Myself Creating What I saw’: The Morality of the Spectator in Eighteenth-Century
Gothic”, Gothic Studies Vol. 8, No. 2 (2006), pp. 1-17.

27 g, Bennett, Theatre Audience. A Theory of Production and Reception (London-New York: Routledge, 2006), p.
75. Interestingly, Robert Miles notes that Gothic story-telling took the form of “a succession of instructive tableaux,”
which positioned the reader between masochism and voyeurism, “or possibly both [...], a fact explicitly and
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in both Gothic novels and dramas, as shown by the renowned recognition scene in
Radcliffe’s The Italian (1797), in which the villainous monk Schedoni looms over the
sensuous body of the sleeping Ellena di Rosalba just moments before stabbing her —a
sexually charged episode which had a very different on-stage rendition at the hands of
James Boaden.28 These types of audience-stage interaction offer a further example of
stage appropriation, seen this time as the affective power wielded by the players over
the audiences and the absorption of the latter in the scenic events.

The transtextual dimensions of appropriation may be graphically condensed by
recurring to three tables. Italics are used to highlight typographically any occurrence of
what | define as virtual textuality. With the adjective virtual | identify the product of

the addressee’s decoding/encoding activity, including implicit or covert forms of

hypotextuality.

Stage appropriation or adaptation

scandalously brought out by The Monk” (Gothic Writing 1750-1820. A Genealogy, Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 2002, pp. 44-45).

28 3. Boaden, The Italian Monk (Haymarket, 1797). Act Il [scene iv]. The Plays of James Boaden, cit., pp. 50-51.
The play has no indication of scene number. Less controversial than its source text, in this case the adaptation
deliberately challenges the already formed expectations of the theatre-goers. For an introduction to the forms and
function of anagnorisis, see Marie Philip Haley, “Peripeteia and Recognition in Racine,” PMLA, Vol. 55, No. 2
(1940), pp. 426-439, partic. 426-27.
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Hypertext or source First addressee Hypotext or target text econe Vlrtuhal Oorttla;?cphw
text addressee Aypotext
Recognition of
Novel. > Dramatic adaptation > hypotext-hypertext
interface
Reader-author. Reader.
Decoding—>encoding Decoding
Means and context of Dissemination Technical infrastructures.
production (ex.
censorship of novel) Means and context of
production (ex. theatre
censorship)

Table 1 - Methodological framework of stage appropriation or adaptation. Novel to drama.
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The definition of “means and context of production” which | have used in
the bottom line of the above table indicates the material conditions for the
production and reception of the novel/drama. These also included the moral
requirements of the textual products, for example in relation to the representation
of class relations, historical events, and religion —all aspects of paramount
importance during the 1790s.29

Stage appropriation may be analysed in its relationship with the various
forms of literary and extra-literary dissemination which shaped the textual and
cultural afterlife of a text. Editorial success was often accompanied by the
appearance of numerous ‘offspring’, which might include excerpts and reviews in
the popular press, chapbook versions, prints, and such artistic re-mediations as
ballets inspired by favourite episodes or characters of particularly well-known
novels and dramas. The history of the cultural afterlives of the Bleeding Nun inset
tale from The Monk (Bk. I1, ch. i) may be taken as a good example of the complex
web woven by the late Georgian, and particularly by the Gothic, textual re-
mediations. Lewis’s story was re-told as a successful Grand Ballet (Charles
Farley, Raymond and Agnes; or, The Castle of Lindemburgh, Covent Garden,
1797), a drama (generally ascribed to H. W. Grossette, Raymond and Agnes, The
Travellers Benighted: or, The Bleeding Nun of Lindemberg. An Interesting Melo-
drama, performed at the London minor theatres in 1809), and even as a Grand
Romantic English opera (Raymond and Agnes, words by Edward Fitzball, music
by E. Loder, Manchester, 1855 and London, 1859). In the new century the
narrative eventually reached the bluebook circuit with a number of re-writings,

such as The Castle of Lindenberg; or, The History of Raymond and Agnes, A

29 Stage censorship during the Romantic period has been recently examined by D. Worrall, Theatric
Revolution. Drama, Censorship, and Romantic Period Subcultures 1773-1803 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2006).
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Romance (1799, rpt. 1820), and The Bleeding Nun, or The Castle of Lindenberg;
or, The History of Raymond and Agnes, published 1823.30

The consumption of the appropriated textual formations was simultaneous,
through the harmonious combination of three distinct levels of “pre-spectacle, the
spectacle itself, and post-spectacle.”31 As reconstructed by Montague Summers,
for instance, the second edition of The Monk quickly sold out while the ballet
Raymond and Agnes; or The Castle of Lindemburgh was being produced. Joseph
Bell, Lewis’s publisher, informed the public as follows:

“The Book has been reported out of print, and as a Grand Ballet has been brought

forward, taken from the above work, many people wish to see the book before the
performance; and as it will be some months before a new edition can be ready to supply the

demand, he has given this notice.”32

In case of ‘page-to-stage’ appropriation the multiple, contrapuntal languages
of the stage adaptation (for instance scenery, mimicry, gesture, music, lighting,
costumes, and stage design) require a dramatic consciousness in the theatregoer
that is different from the purely literary consciousness required of the reader.
Textual decoding is supplemented, at times supplanted, by the correct decoding of
the complex network of nonverbal signs and connotative effects which make up
the performance (for instance, music). For this reason, in my discussion of the
appropriative mode enacted by the Gothic novels of the 1790s | will analyse in

detail the various sign systems simultaneously and dynamically at work in the

30 Across the Channel, in France, the story enjoyed further success. It became a drama entitled La Nonne
Sanglante at the hands of Anicet Bourgeois and Jacques Maillan (1835) and an opera (Charles Gounod, La
Nonne Sanglante, 1854). For a discussion of The Monk’s multiple textual afterlives see M. Summers, The
Gothic Quest. A History of the Gothic Novel (New York: Russell & Russell, 1964), pp. 210-35, André
Parreaux, The Publication of ‘The Monk’. A Literary Event 1796-1798 (Paris: Librairie Marcel Didier, 1960),
Anne Williams, “Lewis/Gounod’s Bleeding ‘Nonne’: An Introduction and Translation of the
Scribe/Delavigne Libretto”, Romantic Circle Praxis Series / Gothic Technologies: Visuality in the Romantic
Era. Available from the Romantic Circles website www.rc.umd.edu at
http://www.rc.umd.edu/praxis/gothic/intro/miles, accessed on 22 May 2006; Franz J. Potter, The History of
the Gothic Publishing, 1800-1835. Exhuming the Trade (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). For a
scholarly introduction to the issues of cultural dissemination in the eighteenth century, see P. Sabor and T.
Keymer (eds.), The ‘Pamela’ Controversy. Criticism and Adaptations of Samuel Richardson’s ‘Pamela’,
1740-1750 (London: Pickering and Chatto, 2001). In the Gothic area, finally, see the appendixes in Deborah
D. Rogers, Ann Radcliffe: a Bio-bibliography (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1996), p. 175 et foll.

31 Bennett, Theatre Audiences, cit., p. 206.
32 Summers, The Gothic Quest, cit., p. 211.
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performance (Part Il of the thesis, sections 3, and 4). These sections also examine
the phenomenon of semantic re-creation, which illustrates how different signs and
effects were used in the hypertexts to (re)create an impact on the target receivers
comparable to the one experienced by the source receivers

It might be useful to remember also that the reception of a play varies both
in diachronic and synchronic terms. As well as being appreciated in different
ways by the individual members of the audience, “a play may vary greatly from
performance to performance, because one of its creative forces changes
nightly.”33 While the novel is a cultural artefact whose material nature does not
change in time, a performance is ephemeral and transient —particularly so in case
of the para-legal shows that in the later eighteenth century were staged away from
the three patented theatres (Drury Lane, Covent Garden, and the Haymarket in the
summer months), beyond the legitimate pale of the spoken (and often printed)
drama.34 As a consequence, my discussion will pay particular attention to those
aspects of the Gothic stage, which had specific theatrical rather than dramatic
characteristics —and which are thus expedient to delineate the nature of stage
appropriation as stage appropriation. These aspects will be addressed in the
sections dedicated to the mise en scéne (Part Il, ch. 1), where the textual
manifestations (novel) will be compared with the multiplicity of sign systems of

which performances are composed.3°

3. Kattwinkel, “Introduction”. In S. Kattwinkel (ed.), Audience Participation. Essays on Inclusion in
Performance (Westport, Conn.-London: Praeger, 2003), p. xi.

343, Moody, Illegitimate Theatre in London, 1770-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

35 Hereafter I shall use the concepts of “dramatic/literary text” and “theatrical/performance text” as theorised
by Marco de Marinis: “[t]heatrical text - this is no longer meant to indicate the dramatic, literary text but
rather the text of the theatrical performance (testo spettacolare), the performance text. This is conceived of as
a complex network of different types of signs, expressive means, or actions, coming back to the etymology of
the word ‘text” which implies the idea of texture, of something woven together” (“Dramaturgy of the
Spectator”, cit., p. 100). I find the concept of text as texture of great relevance for my theory of appropriation
in connection with the latent textual plurality of such works as The Monk.
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Novel adaptation or redaction

With the proliferation of the chapbook or bluebook versions of famous
Gothic texts a second form of appropriation — what | call appropriation ‘au second
degré’- became rather common. This second case of appropriation may be
exemplified by the re-adaptation or redaction in chapbook format of successful
Gothic dramas. This was the case of two homonymous romances penned by the
chapbook writer, Sarah Scudgell Wilkinson, entitled The Castle Spectre
(published respectively in 1808 and 1820),36 both of which are prose
narrativizations of Matthew G. Lewis’s dramatic hit, The Castle Spectre (1798).37

This second mode of stage-to-page appropriation is very similar to the page-

to-stage one, and it may be represented as follows:

36s.s. Wilkinson, The Castle Spectre, or Family Horrors. A Gothic Story (London: printed for T. And R.
Hughes, 1808) and The Castle Spectre. An Ancient baronial Romance (London: J. Bailey, 1820).

37 For a discussion of Wilkinson’s production as an adapter, see F. Potter, The History of the Gothic
Publishing, cit.
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Table 2. Methodological framework of stage appropriation or redaction. Drama to novel



As far as my enquiry is concerned, ‘stage-t0-page’ appropriation as
illustrated in Table. 2 is significant not so much in itself, but rather as a symptom
of the latent theatrical dimension inherent in many Gothic novels. In point of fact
the overarching theory of the stage appropriation of Gothic | propose requires that
the two tables above (Tables 1 and 2) merge together as in Table. 3a. My
contention is that the analysis of the Gothic drama —a complex topic of
investigation in its own right, as | explain in the First Part of my study— should
help us become more aware of the theatrical sub-texts virtually present within the
Gothic novel. | contend that these, in turn, should be the objects of a twofold
analysis. First of all, critical investigation should look into the recurrent formal or
thematic theatrical echoes to which these sub-texts openly give voice. They may
include such dramatic intertextuality as, for instance, the one enacted with
Shakespeare’s plays (a topic which | take up in the final part of my thesis) as well
as the kinetic-visual components of telling.38 At the same time, critical
investigation should also become more aware of the multiple languages covertly
present in the Gothic novel.

Recent visual culture studies applied to the narrative and poetic texts of the
Romantic era3® seem to confirm my hypothesis that the Gothic novels incorporate
multiple visual/aural/oral sub-texts —so far rather marginalized and only
sporadically considered by the critical appreciations of the genre. | contend that
the channel of appropriation may be useful to identify and retrieve these neglected

sub-texts. In this respect, Lewis’s The Monk seems to offer a particularly fruitful

38 Some critics of Gothic have remarked on the relationships of the genre with the contemporary Georgian
stage. For instance, Emily St. Aubert’s performance is compared to contemporary acting techniques in J.
Fisher, “The Stage on the Page: Sarah Siddons and Ann Radcliffe”, Eighteenth-century Women: Studies in
their Lives, Vol. 2 (2002), pp. 243-263. In its turn, Fisher’s essay is much indebted to Coral Ann Howells’s
discussion of the gestural language of the Gothic in Love, Mystery, and Misery. Feeling in Gothic Fiction
(London: The Athlone Press, 1978).

39 See W. Galperin, The Return of the Visible in British Romanticism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1993), G. D’Arcy Wood, The Shock of the Real. Romanticism and Visual Culture, 1760-1860 (New
York- Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001) and, more recently, the special issue of the Romantic Circle Praxis
Series, Gothic Technologies: Visuality in the Romantic Era, edited by Robert Miles. Available from the
Romantic Circles website www.rc.umd.edu at http://www.rc.umd.edu/praxis/gothic/intro/miles, consulted on
8 June 2006.
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field of investigation. In this novel a small number of quotations from Macbeth,
Measure for Measure and Two Gentlemen of Verona are coupled with less explicit
allusions to the contemporary stage representation of the supernatural. More
significantly, as I will explain in Part 11 of the thesis, the isotopy (or single level
of sense) of transformation underlying The Monk draws silent inspiration from
such contemporary visual shows and scenographic devices as Philippe de
Loutherbourg’s Eidophusikon (a mechanism that was supposed to provide a
‘Representation of Nature, or Various Imitations of Natural Phenomena
represented by Moving Pictures’) as well as the marvellous stagecraft which

characterised the late eighteenth-century pantomimes and harlequinades.
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Hypertexts
or source texts

Hypotext
or target text

Virtual or

implied hypotext

(Drama ) Gothic novel. Recognition of
> Drama hypotext-hypertext
interface
Plural co- Plural co-textuality of
textuality of theatrical night
Gothic novel. '
Author-spectator Reader/hearer/viewer.
(hearer/viewer).
Decoding
Decoding->encoding
Technical Technical infrastructures.
infrastructures.
Means and context of
Means and context of production (ex. theatre
production (ex. censorship)
censorship)

Table 3a. Methodological framework of stage appropriation. Model of the three-phased Gothic intertextuality.
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Table. 3a illustrates what | call the triple-phased hyper-textuality of the Gothic
novel. Instead of offering a straightforward example of adaptation from novel to drama
(novelistic source text = dramatic target text, as in the case of the adaptation of The
Romance of the Forest into Fontainville Forest which | summarised in Table. 1), the
recognition of textual plurality appears to confirm that the Gothic novel is a form of
hypertext in its own right. The multiple languages present within the Gothic novel
transform it into the hypertextual intersection of pre-existing cultural echoes —visual,
spectacular and theatrical signs— as is the case of The Monk.

Arguably, this type of stage appropriation actualises the semantic potential of the
novel. | define this form of covert textual embedding the ‘crypto-intertextuality’ or rather
‘ur-intertextuality’ of the Gothic novel (Table 3b).

Multiple languages (drama, visuality,

Novel
spectacle etc.)

Table 3b. Theatrical ur-intertextuality of the Gothic novel.

In its turn, when the Gothic novel is adapted into dramatic form (Table 3c), this
transposition silently brings to the surface —and thus virtually re-activates— the latent (and

often displaced) theatrical echoes embedded within the novel itself.

Gothic dramatic adaptation.
Gothic Novel Reactivation of theatrical crypto-
intertextuality of the Gothic novel.

Table 3c. The Gothic dramatic adaptation.
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As is the case with sensitive or artistic translation and with some transtextual
practices based on the dialogic relations among texts —such as parody, re-mediation, re-
writing and other types of literary migrations —appropriation amounts to an
“interpretative re-statement” that effectively illuminates and unearths what “was already
there” in the original text.40 The analysis of the mechanics of appropriation helps uncover
the meaning and significance of the various textual signs in their interactive function. As
a consequence, we may contend that the analysis of Gothic appropriations has a three-
fold function: 1) it discloses and highlights the inherently dramatic and theatrical subtexts
in the narratives; 2) it encourages a revision of the horizons of expectation of the texts
and, finally, as a consequence of the above 3) it dynamically re-activates a long-

neglected stage-page dialogism.

A writerly act? Appropriation and the role of the audiences.

In this part of the introduction my argument is concerned with further defining the
activities au second degré of the addressee, i.e. the cognitive operations produced by any
member of the audience who recognises a stage appropriation as a stage appropriation.
What I propose thus applies only in the case of a knowing receiver —i.e. somebody who is
aware of the existence of either a novelistic hypotext in the case of an adaptation
(Fontainville Forest) or a cluster of performance forms and texts in case of a spectacular
novel (The Monk). In this sense the model receiver of the stage appropriation | imagine
coincides with Umberto Eco’s Model Receiver.41

From a theatrical point of view, | further suggest that seeing the patrons of stage
appropriations as Model Receivers dovetails with the current theories of the eighteenth-
century stage audiences —who were not only vocal and proactive in their material
interaction with the stage but also psychologically and emotionally involved with the
events the actors’ lives (audience-actor interaction). As suggestively recounted by John

Brewer:

40 G, Steiner, After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975), pp. 419
and 423.

41 Eco, The Role of the Reader, cit.
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Players made the stage seductive [...]. For much of the century the spoken drama was
dominated by the extraordinary public attention paid to every aspect of the lives of its most famous
players [...]. The eighteenth-century audience was not like its twentieth-century English or
American counterpart, watching and sitting in silence, confining its involvement to final applause.
Less conscious of being in the presence of ‘culture’ and more mindful of being part of the theatrical

experience, [...] people in the audience looked on drama as their property.42

The concept of stage appropriation | here propose thus somewhat complicates
Susan Bennett’s assertion that “[w]ith the establishment of private theatres in the
seventeenth century [...] audiences became increasingly passive;” in point of fact, | argue
that stage appropriation highlights the role of the spectator in both literary and theatrical
communication.43 Inactive and silent audiences usually indicate that the spectators are
relegated to the status of receivers of the message —a fact that apparently became the
norm after David Garrick’s 1763 reforms established the ontological and physical barrier
that separated stage and audience and trained the spectators to passive behaviour.44 | do
not deny that this sense of awed reception may have been correct in terms of
consumption; I do, however, wish to question somewhat the configuration of this social
contract. In terms of a semiotic analysis of the consumption of the late-Georgian theatre,
| find traditional notions of audience passivity debatable. We may actually say that
frame-breaking was in fact almost the norm. Although the stage-audience and the actor-
audience interactions significantly diminished after Garrick’s reforms, these exchanges
by no means finished, as demonstrated by the numerous episodes of catcalling, rioting
and other lively manifestations of audience displeasure (especially about admission
prices) that spice up the thespian chronicles of the age.#>On the contrary, it would appear
that managers and performers continued to rely on various forms of audience

participation, as attested not only by the prologues and epilogues to the plays, but also by

42 3. Brewer, The Pleasures of Imagination (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1997), pp. 334 and 351. The
italics are mine.

43 Bennett, Theatre Audiences, cit., p. 3. For an introduction to theatrical communication, see K. Elam, cit., pp. 28-87.

44 After the 1763 alterations to the Drury Lane auditorium, members of the audience were no longer permitted to stand
in the wings, attend the green-room or sit “in a specially constructed amphitheatre on the stage itself,” especially on
benefit nights (I. Mclntyre, Garrick, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000, pp. 320-21). The enlarged capacity of the
auditorium would make up for the loss in the players’ benefits and “from that time on, the privilege of going into the
orchestra or behind the scene was extended only to members of the Royal Family” (ibid, p. 321). See also K. A.
Burnim, David Garrick Director, with a foreword by G. Winchester Stone (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern
Illinois University Press and London and Amsterdam: Feffer and Simons, 1973).

45 | can here mention the riots which followed the abolition of the practice of the half-price ticket introduced for the
performance of Two Gentlemen of Verona (Drury Lane, January 1763); just in the very same weeks the audience was
being banished from the stage space (Mclntyre, Garrick, cit. pp. 326-28).
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the recurrent practice of directly addressing the theatre patrons with thanks, apologies,
pleas of patience and other forms of beseeching.46 What | wish to prove is that the
mechanism of appropriation puts to work a range of cognitive and intersemiotic
strategies that challenge conventional notions of stage-audience passive interaction. As I
will go on to argue, these strategies activate a mental proximity which reconfigures and
by-passes traditional theories about the Georgian audience’s material distancing.

On a more general level, we may suggest that the concept of creative receivers was
at the basis of late Georgian cultural consumption. | have already mentioned the visual
re-mediations of literary texts activated by the literary galleries and by the serial
publication of illustrated and captioned texts and anthologies.4’ Here | wish to call to
mind the process of so-called ‘sublimication,” through which the writer conjures vague
descriptions, later worked up into sublime images in the readers’ minds. This activity
was theorised in Section 1X of William Gilpin’s Remarks on Forest Scenery (1791), one
of the texts which inspired Radcliffe. 48 Gilpin defined the consequences of sublimication
as follows:

In general, the poet has great advantages over the painter in the process of sublimication, if
the term may be allowed. The business of [the poet] is only to excite ideas; that of [the painter] to
represent them. The advantage of excited over represented ideas is very great inasmuch as they are,
in some degree, the reader’s own production, and are susceptible of those modifications which make

them peculiarly acceptable to the mind in which they are raised; whereas, the others, being confined
between a distinct and unalterable outline, admit of none of the modifications which flatter the

particular taste of the spectator, but must make their way by their own intrinsic force.49

As explained by Rictor Norton, “the skilful writer throws out vague hints that are taken
up by the readers and worked into sublime images in their own minds, thereby becoming

all the more powerful for being the joint creation of writer and reader.””>0

46 . Fisher, “Audience Participation in the Eighteenth-Century London Theatre”, cit., pp. 55-69. Considerably older,
yet still valid is L. Hughes’s study, The Drama’s Patrons: A Study of the Eighteenth-Century London Audience (Austin
and London: University of Texas Press, 1971), whose title is drawn from Samuel Johnson’s famous Prologue to The
Merchant of Venice (Drury Lane, 1747), “a maxim for the entire century with regard to the audience and its
involvement in stage matters” (Fisher, “Audience Participation”, cit., p. 55). On the tradition of prologues and
epilogues in the eighteenth century see M. Knapp, Prologues and Epilogues of the Eighteenth Century (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1961) and D. J. Ennis and J. B. Slagle (eds.), Prologues, Epilogues, Curtain-raisers, and
Afterpieces: the Rest of the Eighteenth-century London Stage (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2007).

47 Cale, Fuseli’s Milton Gallery, cit.
48 Norton, Mistress of Udolpho, cit., p. 42.

49w, Gilpin, Remarks on Forest Scenery and Other Woodland Views, edited by T. D. Lauder (Edinburgh: Fraser &
Co, London: Smith, Elder & Co, Dublin: Curry, 1834), Vol. 1 p. 335.

50 Norton, Mistress of Udolpho, cit., p. 78. The italics are mine.
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In accordance with this cognitive frame of reference, we may state that the role of
the reader and the spectator of the stage appropriation of Gothic is reactive and
participative. As far as stage appropriation is concerned, any activity which falls within
the theatrical frame (dramatic action) is accompanied by audience activity at the
interpretative level (decoding-encoding). Thus the audiences are co-opted into and
directly contribute to the theatrical event. It is here appropriate to recall Marco De
Marinis’ definition of the “dramaturgy of the spectator” as referring to “the various
receptive operations/actions that an audience carries out: perception, interpretation,
aesthetic appreciation, memorization, emotive and intellectual response, etc.”>1

In case of stage appropriations, the spectator further enlarges the activities listed
above through acts of decoding, mnestic recognition, and the ensuing generic and
contextual re-adjustment of the present (overt) text. Thus he/she completes what De
Marinis defines as the overall result of the spectators’ operations: “it is only through
these actions that the performance text” and here I would add stage appropriation
“achieves its fullness, becoming realised in all its semantic and communicative
potential.”>2 In my argument, the addressee of the stage appropriations is a creative one,
contributing directly to the communicative circuit through his/her activity of
decoding/encoding. At the same time the addressee recognises the hidden literary
hypertexts of the drama/novel being seen/read, thus bringing to the surface any covert or
marginalized co-textuality. In this sense, it is through his/her crucial interpretative
activity of textual archaeology that the receiver truly and decisively actualises “the
semantic potential” of the dramatic or narrative text. This form of cooperation transforms
the addressee into an actual “maker of meaning.”>3

Gothic appropriations prompt the varied activation of the audiences. The range of
transformations induced in the receiver by the target text and the text-audience
interaction (first degree activation of the addressee) are amplified and complicated by the
mnestic palimpsest and imaginative components underlying the hypertext (second degree
activation). Robert Hume set the agenda for a reconsideration of the role of the reader of

the Gothic in his pioneering appreciation of the genre: “[t]he literature of the later

51 pe Marinis, “Dramaturgy of the Spectator”, cit., p. 101.
52 |bid. The insertion in square brackets is obviously mine.
53 Ibid, p. 102.
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eighteenth century attempts to rouse the reader’s imaginative sympathies; the particular
device employed towards this end by the Gothic novel writers is terror [...].”>4 He later
defined further the concept of the participative energies of the reader:
Another distinctive feature of the early Gothic novel is its attempt to involve the reader in a
new way. In the sentimental literature of the age one is invited to admire fine feelings; in Gothic

writing the reader is held in suspense with the characters [...]. Inducing a powerful emotional
response in the reader (rather than a moral or intellectual one) was the prime object of these

novelists.52

Among the objectives of the present enquiry is to show to what extent stage
appropriations imply a writerly act —an activity that makes “the reader no longer a
consumer, but a producer of the text” and opens new entrances in the plurality of the
Gothic.56

A few practical notes: chronological limits of the enquiry, authors and works

analysed.

In order to offer a more cogent and pointed argument, | have chosen to limit the
scope of my research to the single decade of the 1790s, the period that may be defined as
the Gothic cusp>” as well as the decade of efflorescence of the Gothic drama.58 My
reasons for this choice are interconnected at three levels, concerning in turn the sociology
of literature, the history of literature, and the reception of Gothic.

According to Paula Backscheider, the author of one of the earliest reappraisals of
Gothic drama, the genre “reached its creative and popular peak at a time when a number
of political orders were being renegotiated and being complicated by an almost

unprecedented national and international crisis.”®® Backscheider points out that the

S4R. Hume, “Gothic versus Romantic: A Revaluation of the Gothic Novel”, Publications of the Modern Language
Association. Vol. 84, No. 2 (1969), p. 282.

55 |bid., p. 284.
56 Barthes, S/Z, cit., p. 4.

57 R. Miles, “The 1790s: the Effulgence of Gothic”. Jerrold Hogle (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp. 41-62.

58, Cox, “Introduction”, Seven Gothic Dramas, cit.. As further noted by David Punter, “[t]he Gothic novel [...] was
the dominant genre of the decade, and part of the explanation of this is that it was now beginning to gain critical
acclaim” (The Literature of Terror. The Gothic Tradition, London-New York: Longman, 1996, vol. 1, p. 54).

59 Backscheider, Spectacular Politics, cit., p. 149. Backscheider’s decision is consistent with her choice of discussing
not the whole span of the English Gothic drama, as much as the inception and establishment of the genre, which she
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development of the Gothic drama coincided with a period characterised by internal
rupture and external upheaval. The economic strain caused by poor harvests was
followed by the popular pressure accentuated by contemporary continental events, which
encouraged such radical publications as Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man (1793).
Simultaneously, these latter contributed to the consolidation of competing ideologies, as
shown by the increase of the radical education tracts by/for women and the ensuing
renegotiation of traditional familial and gender roles.

This domestic sense of insecurity and turmoil was heightened by the backlash of
both the American and the French Revolution, which in turn led to the horrors of the
Reign of Terror and hence to Napoleonic expansionism. If in the 1780s the Gothic drama
“became a recognized and popular literary mode,” it is in the 1790s, Backscheider
argues, that it turned into “a mania, as it did the gothic novel.”60 This cultural reading is
shared by Robert Miles who further contends that “after 1794 the Gothic [...] became a
way of speaking the unspeakable.” 61 Miles’ hypothesis is suggestive for my theory of
stage appropriations; | would like to pursue it one step further and, as | will explain in my
discussion of Lewis’s The Monk in Part 111 of my thesis, | would in fact contend that it is
in the 1790s that, partly through the influence of stage spectacle, the Gothic became a
way of ostending the unspeakable.62

Jeffrey Cox, another authoritative scholar of Gothic drama, takes a
historiographical stance complementary to Miles’ and Backscheider’s. He groups the
plays collected in his pioneering anthology Seven Gothic Dramas into three main
chronological sections. The first phase (“The Birth of the Gothic Drama from the Spirit
of Sensation”) records the rise and later success of the genre, which quickly became “the

dramatic form for the revolutionary years of the 1790s”.63 Cox admits of the presence of

places between “the time of the adaptation of Walpole’s Castle of Otranto for the stage in 1781 and the first adaptation
of one of Anne Radcliffe’s novels in 1794 [...]. That decade’s gothic drama has largely been ignored” (ibid., p. 158).

60 1bid., p. 149.

61 Miles, “The 1790s: the effulgence of Gothic”, cit., p. 55. Robert Miles’s rigorous historical analysis convincingly
demonstrates that “the upsurge in Gothic works is indeed dramatic during the 1790s”, reaching a peak in 1800, “the
year in which the largest number of Gothic novels were published” (ibid., p. 42).

62 Eco “Semiotics of Theatrical Performance”, cit.

63 Cox, “Introduction”, cit., p. 5. See also the hypothesis made by J. Donohue, who explains: “[b]ecause of the
derivative nature of Romantic plays and the continuity of theatrical production behind them, it will be necessary to
look back as far as the Jacobean drama and the Restoration theatre for contexts adequate to an understanding of
dramatic character in this later age” (Dramatic Character in the English Romantic Age, Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1970, p. 5).
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Gothic elements in the Jacobean and Elizabethan dramatists as well as throughout the
eighteenth century, from the early ‘she-tragedies’ onwards; Walpole’s The Mysterious
Mother is indicated as the earliest example of the genre. In his opinion, however, the
Gothic drama exploded in England only after 1789 (“The Triumph of the Gothic
Drama™).64

The focus on the 1790s | have selected holds true also in terms of the production of
the two authors | have chosen to look at in more detail —~Ann Radcliffe and Matthew
Lewis. Radcliffe, the first novelist | will examine, stopped publishing in 1797. If we
except her earliest novel, The Castle of Athlin and Dunbayne (published in 1789) and the
posthumous Gaston de Blondville (1826), her major production spanned and indelibly
marked the Nineties.65 We may notice then that while Radcliffe established herself as the
rising star of the end-of-the-century book market, at the same time on the metropolitan
stages the Gothic drama became “the dramatic form for the revolutionary years of the
1790°s766, The chronological synchronization of Radcliffe’s success with the triumph of
the Gothic drama contributes to render more coherent my interdisciplinary study of the
novelistic and dramatic forms of the Gothic and it foreshadows possibilities of
intertextual transfers and intersections.

The third benefit of choosing Radcliffe and Lewis as the two case studies with
which to test my overarching theory of stage appropriation is given by the consideration
that these two authors represent perhaps the most controversial and most widely
discussed pairing of Gothic novelists. In effect Radcliffe and Lewis are commonly taken
as the representatives of two divergent, and often conflicting, trends of the novelistic
Gothic —on the one hand the ‘female’ Gothic or school of Terror and on the other the
‘male’ Gothic or the school of Horror. In general terms, we may say that the male Gothic

focuses on the psychology of the villain, while the female variant privileges the

64 Cox’s third phase of the Gothic drama coincides with the post-Napoleonic period and differs from the earlier two
phases because of cultural and ideological changes of great import. Cox maintains, however, that in its last phase, the
Gothic drama “is no longer the key theatrical resolution of the generic and political questions facing the dramatist.” In
fact with the dawn of a new century Gothic drama rapidly turned into a “protest against the dominant ideology of the
day”, simultaneously objecting “against the rise of the new dominant popular form of domestic melodrama”
(“Introduction”, cit., p. 5).

65 R, Miles, Ann Radcliffe. The Great Enchantress (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1995),
pp. 9-11.

66 p. Ranger, "Terror and Pity reigned in Every Breast": Gothic Drama in the London Patent Theatres, 1750-1820.
London: Society for Theatre Research, 1991, p. 20.
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description of the heroine’s plight at the hands of her (often male) antagonists.67 This
difference was suggested early on by Radcliffe herself in her influential essay “On the
Supernatural in Poetry” (New Monthly Magazine, 1826). In this metacritical presentation
of her aesthetics in dialogue form, Radcliffe notes that the main difference between her
art and her imitators’ (amongst whom was Lewis and his school) lies in the diversity
existing between surmise and image, uncertainty and certainty— in a word , |1 would say,
between imagination and visualization.

‘They must be men of very cold imaginations,” said W --, ‘with whom certainty is more
terrible than surmise. Terror and horror are so far opposite that the first expands the soul, and
awakens the faculty to a high degree of life; the other contracts, freezes, and nearly annihilates them.
| apprehend, that neither Shakespeare 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 [error for ‘the latter’], respecting the dreaded evil?°68

If we carry Radcliffe’s poetical agenda one step further, in terms of this thesis we
may keep in mind that Horror and Terror coincide with two different story-telling
approaches: telling and showing, based respectively on the mind and the eye. In the first
mode of engagement, the audiences are immersed “through imagination in a fictional
world,” whilst with the second they are engaged “through the perception of the aural and
the visual.”69 Robert Miles, for one, brings this theoretical explanation to the context of
the Gothic: “[t]error occurs in the minds of [Radcliffe’s] characters, whereas in Lewis
terror leaves its literal imprint on his characters’ mutilated bodies.”’0 | contend that

applying the study of stage appropriation to Radcliffe’s and Lewis’s works may be thus

67 For a definition of the “female Gothic”, see amongst the others Robert Miles, “[i]n pushing aside the
‘phallocentric’, feminist critics have refocused our attention on Radcliffe’s feminine topography, reading her texts not
as a weak protest against patriarchy, but as a powerful, indeed terrifying expression of experiences elsewhere, until
then scarcely articulated [...]. The ‘feminine’ ceases to be male plus absence, an etiolation of the will by gender, but a
presence in its own right, the shadow of the mother, not just the father, falling across the text” (in R. Miles, Gothic
Writing 1750-1820, cit., p. 115). The bibliographic references | quote Part I, notes 33 and 34 may be helpfully
integrated with the following seminal introductions to the Female Gothic: Ellen Moers, Literary Women (London:
Allen, 1977), Juliann Fleenor (ed.), The Female Gothic (Montreal: Eden Press, 1983), Claire Kahane, “The Gothic
Mirror”, in S. N. Garner et al. (eds.), The (M)other Tongue: Essays in Feminist Psychoanalytic Interpretation (Ithaca
and New York: Cornell University Press, 1985). More recent studies have been offered by Kate F. Ellis, The Contested
Castle. Gothic Novels and the Subversion of Domestic Ideology (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press,
1989), Alison Milbank, Daughters of the House. Modes of the Gothic in Victorian Fiction (London: Macmillan, 1992)
and Susan C. Greenfield, Mothering Daughters. Novels and the Politics of Family Romance. Frances Burney to Jane
Austen (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2002).

68 The New Monthly Magazine Vol. 16 No. 1 (1826), pp. 145-152. Rpt. in R. Norton, Gothic Readings. The First
Wave, 1764-1840 (Leicester and London: Leicester University Press, 2006), p. 315.

69 Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation, cit., p. 22.
70 Miles, Ann Radcliffe, cit., p. 47.
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useful to highlight the visual embeddings present in narration. While this silent
spectacular and performative intertextuality is arguably relevant for several narratives of
the Gothic, for instance for Radcliffe’s A Sicilian Romance, it becomes absolutely
central, | would contend, in the shaping of The Monk’s narrative strategy. At the same
time stage appropriation highlights the Gothic page-to-stage transmodalizations, which in
our case will be drawn from The Romance of the Forest’s telling to Fontainville Forest’s
showing.

After Gothic bibliophile Montague Summers stressed early on the modelling roles
played by Radcliffe and Lewis in the construction of Gothic, this distinction became a
sort of critical shorthand, adopted by most of the literary histories of the genre.

It might seem difficult to decide whether it was Ann Radcliffe or Matthew Gregory Lewis
who extended the more powerful effect upon the temper and shaping of the Gothic Novel as it went

its varied course, and since actually the influence of the former was far greater than that of the
author of The Monk, it may appear a paradox to say that none the less it was the latter upon whom

contemporary writers of fiction more closely modelled certain prominent aspects of their work.’1

In effect Radcliffe and Lewis have been customarily yoked together in discussions
of the Gothic novel since at least the studies of Edith Birkhead (The Tale of Terror: A
Study of the Gothic Romance, 1921) and Eino Railo (The Haunted Castle: A Study of the
Elements of English Romanticism, 1927) by reason of the influence that the work of the
former bore on that of the latter.72 Very few critics have ventured beyond this superficial
connection, the most notable of them being David Punter who states in one of his earliest
studies of the Gothic: “Radcliffe and Lewis have traditionally been seen as the
protagonists of two distinct types of Gothic, but in fact alongside the stylistic differences
lies a considerable and, in a sense, embarrassing identity of thematic preoccupation.”’3

Interestingly, Punter continues:

71 summers, The Gothic Quest, cit., p. 232.

72 The most thorough analysis of the relationship of Lewis’s novels with Radcliffe’s remains to date R. P. Reno, The
Gothic Visions of Ann Radcliffe and Matthew G. Lewis (New York: Arno Press, 1980). It is here worth noting,
however, the contrasting view expressed by M. Summers, according to whom “in all essentials, it must be emphasized,
Mrs. Radcliffe and Lewis differ very widely from one another. They have certain romantic subject-matter in common,
but so entirely opposite are their several methods of approach and treatment that although casually they may appear at
some points to contact this similarity is extremely superficial and proves but a deceptive glamour of resemblance” (The
Gothic Quest, cit., p. 233).

73 punter, The Literature of Terror, cit., p. 55.
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Radcliffe and Lewis attempted an even more ambitious synthesis than Walpole’s, in which
prose equivalents were sought for poetic and dramatic conventions, and could sometimes only be

found at the price of narrative distortion [.. .].74

The “narrative distortion” here evoked by Punter is the site of what I call ‘stage
appropriation’ —a textual threshold in which novelistic and theatrical texts overlap with
and disseminate within each other. I argue that Punter’s provocative remark may be
further pursued only if we move our investigation beyond Radcliffe and Lewis’s
significant thematic interconnections on to the level of the authors’ shared reception of
the contemporary theatrical conventions. To my knowledge, Radcliffe’s and Lewis’s
novels have never been addressed through an approach that highlights their shared
theatrical co-textuality. Originally born from the practical need of concentrating my
analysis on a limited number of authors, my decision to focus on Radcliffe and Lewis has
in fact permitted me to assess the different (and at times divergent) appropriations of the

Gothic stage enacted by the two authors within the span of a single decade.

After an introduction to the themes and forms of the Gothic drama (Part 1), 1 will
examine the use of three specific aspects of the Gothic dramatic language as recorded by
both novel and drama: music, lighting, and scene design (Part 11, Chapter 1). These
introductory chapters will be brought into context in the final section of my thesis (Part
I11), devoted to the stage appropriations respectively in and of the Gothic novel,
particularly, though not exclusively, in Fontainville Forest and The Monk. This final part
of my enquiry has been conceived as a litmus paper, and it aims at providing the
necessary link between the former theory-oriented and latter text-oriented parts of my
thesis.

I have already provided an outline of my argument as developed in Parts | and 11 of
my study. Here | wish to stress how the case studies with which | engage with at length
in Part I11 involve the novelistic and dramatic representations of the supernatural, one of
the several facets of the epochal relationship between reality and illusion, and as such of
Enlightenment epistemology. Boaden’s Fontainville Forest offers an interesting

specimen for my analysis in as much as the dramatist decided to bring the supernatural

4 Ibid, p. 58. Mine the italics.
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on stage, thus addressing —and crucially challenging— a central aspect of Radcliffe’s
poetics. I put Boaden’s practice in context by looking at contemporary stage
presentations of the supernatural as offered for instance in Hamlet. In particular, I focus
on the successful production of Macbeth put on at the new Drury Lane Theatre on 22
April 1794, only one month after the opening of Fontainville Forest, with John Philip
Kemble and Sarah Siddons in the leading roles. In my opinion this intertheatrical
scheduling is highly symbolic: Radcliffe, the so-called “Shakspeare [sic] of Romance
Writers”7> finally competed, although in an adapted form, with the Bard himself. This
dramatic battle, in fact more akin to a real epistemic clash, was significantly played out
on the field of the end-of-the-century supernatural spectacularism.

Judith Fisher has recently drawn attention to the fact that “when Mrs. Radcliffe
revealed the rational explanations for the castle’s horrors [Udolpho’s], to some of her
critics, it was as if she had given away the theater machinists’ backstage secrets.”76 |
shall try to carry this generic assertion one step further by framing it within the
contemporary theatrical context. Accordingly, my discussion of the “explained
supernatural” employed by Radcliffe will be compared to (and juxtaposed with) the
audiences’ suspension of disbelief in its relation to the practicalities of staging (stage
machines and change of scenery, acting conventions in pantomime and drama etc.).

In similar fashion, the second of my case studies, dedicated to stage appropriation
in The Monk, will discuss the novel in relation to contemporary stage presentation and in
the context of the Romantic harlequinades and spectacular visual exhibits. In this section,
I frame Lewis’s representation of the supernatural within the contemporary mechanics of
staging, such as the use of machinery, stage traps, special effects as well as other aspects
of spectacular stagecraft. I will draw comparisons with other theatrical manifestations of
the supernatural such as those offered, for instance, in the Harlequin Faustus pantomimes
and in George Colman’s Bluebeard, or Female Curiosity (Drury Lane, 1798). In
particular, the inclusion of Colman’s Gothic pantomime —analysed in the context of

Lewis’s spectacular extravaganzas— will allow me to address the issue of spectacular

75 Nathan Drake, Literary Hours (1804). For Drake’s review see Document no. 3 in D. Rogers (ed.), The Critical
Response to Ann Radcliffe (Westport, Ct.: Greenwood Press, 1994).

76 Fisher, “The Stage on the Page: Sarah Siddons and Ann Radcliffe.” Eighteenth-century Women: Studies in their
Lives. Vol. 2 (2002), p. 260.
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transformations as stage actualisation (what | have called the ostension)?7 of the
overarching ontological and epistemological uncertainty at the heart of Lewis’s poetics.

Coral Ann Howells has pointedly noted that “Gothic techniques are essentially
visual in their emphasis on dramatic gesture and action and in their pictorial effects,
giving the reader an experience comparable to that of a spectator at the theatre.”’8 The
purport of this remark may be tested by enlarging the field of my enquiry to include
contemporary visual and stage spectacle. | argue that as far as Lewis is concerned, the
assimilation of the visual becomes a mode of telling, an actual authorial strategy through
which the writer manipulates and guides —I would go so far as to suggest stage manages—
the readers’ attention.

Visual culture studies in the Romantic era will be employed to illustrate the
relevance of visuality and spectacle in the contemporary cultural discourse. The
juxtaposition between the ‘inward eye’ and the ‘physical eye’ (with the vilification of the
latter) at the core of the early Romantic discourse”® will be employed from a theatrical
point of view as a contribution to explain the dramatic ideology that has long belittled the
Gothic dramatic and spectacular production —not only in the past but in some cases up
until today. I support what we may define as visual observation or visual reading of the
novel, using methods more familiar to visual culture historians than literary critics.

My study wishes to unshackle the Gothic from the textually-based tyranny which
many critical appreciations have forced upon it. Roland Barthes, for one, has called for a
reading that “must be plural.”80 Hopefully, listening to some of the least heard voices of
the Gothic texts and looking at some of their many overlooked textual signs may help us

retrieve the long-lost collective dimension of the genre.

77 For “Ostension”, particularly the “Forms of Ostension”, see P. Pavis, Dictionary of the Theatre. Terms, Concepts,
and Analysis (Toronto and Buffalo: University of Toronto Press, 1998), pp. 244-46.

78 Howell, Love, Mystery, and Misery, cit., p. 16.

O Fora challenge to the critical assumptions relating to Romantic vilification of the visual, see D. Townsend, “Gothic
Visions, Romantic Acoustics”, who invites a fresh enquiry into “the extent to which Romanticism, certainly in its
earlier Wordsworthian and Coleridgean manifestations, distanced itself from the frantic imaginings of the Gothic
romancer through effecting a shift from the eye to the ear, from sight to the auditory field as the privileged organ and
field of aesthetic perception and appreciation” (Gothic Technologies: Visuality in the Romantic Era, cit, p. 1). A
similar point is cogently made by Galperin, The Return of the Visible, cit.

80 Barthes, S/Z, cit., p. 15
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A thoughtful analysis of ‘Gothic’ should challenge
the kind of literary history that organizes, delineates,
and defines: a literary history that also confines us
with some inherited literary concepts, particularly
ideas about genre, that can be as confusing as

Udolpho’s amazing structures.

Anne Williams, Art of Darkness: A Poetics of Gothic
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The English Gothic Theatre:
Themes, Structures, and Socio-Cultural Contexts of
Production and Reception.

A Stage of Tears and Terror: Introducing the Gothic Stage

Introducing a study of the English Gothic theatre with a paragraph entitled
“A Stage of Tears and Terror” has several implications. Intentionally venturing
across Genette’s textual thresholds,! such an introduction wishes to offer a
synthesis of the genre and, most of all, to highlight three of the most distinctive
characteristics of the Gothic drama: the theory of mise —en-scene, the acting style
of its performers and the emotional participation elicited in the audience and
physically demonstrated by them. From my viewpoint, the complex performative
event, which I define with the term ‘Gothic stage’, must be analysed by enquiring
into the peculiarities of its nature as “spectacle” —as drama and performance—
rather than just by reading and interpreting its dramatic texts, however fascinating
such an undertaking might be. As a consequence, | propose a model of analysis of
the theatrical communication activated by the Gothic which privileges first of all
audience-stage interaction as much as the interaction among the members of the
audience, and secondarily the interaction between the audience and the actors.?

Contemporary theatre historians who have investigated and catalogued the
signifiers of Gothic theatre and the complex meanings they accompany have

critically classified the easily recognizable atmospherics and recurrent themes of

* The epigraph to the first part is taken from A. Williams, Art of Darkness: A Poetics of Gothic (Chicago-
London, University of Chicago Press, 1995), p. 13.

lg. Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, translated by Jane E. Lewin; foreword by Richard
Macksey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).

2 For a tentative discussion of the “eighteenth-century audience”, see the relevant chapter in J. O’ Brien,
Harlequin Britain. Pantomime and Entertainment 1690-1760 (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2004), pp. 63 et foll.
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this genre,3 comparing it on the basis of these elements with the better known
manifestations of the Gothic novel. Such an approach may perhaps miss the mark,
overlooking the very essence of a complex cultural phenomenon, which is very
far from our own aesthetics as well as from contemporary theatre practices. The
Gothic spectacle — dependent as it was upon the non-verbal— was intrinsically
ephemeral, condemned for too long a time to the enduring indifference of the
historians. The task of historically reconstructing this genre is rendered even more
elusive by the fact that most contextual evidence has reached us, in the form of
written documents: reviews, theatrical critiques, thespian biographies, printed
versions, along with the often unreliable copies of plays deposited with John
Larpent, the Lord Chamberlain’s Examiner of Plays from 1778 to 1824). To these
we may only add iconographical documents —the actors’ portraits in costume and
a few reproductions of theatre interiors.4

My project entails the analysis of the Gothic stage as a peculiarly theatrical
phenomenon —hence, the emphasis on the word, stage, in “A Stage of Tears and
Terror”, denoting the morphological space and ontological limit of the Gothic
theatre. The stage was the place where the actors moved and spoke, surrounded by
the fragile ontological diaphragm of the proscenium arch —the stage-auditorium
barrier— behind which bustled teams of stage hands with their ever more complex
machinery. The interaction between stage and stage hands was thus exposed in
plain view: the audiences were enthralled in a sort of infinite and collective

‘suspension of disbelief.” As maintained by Paula Backscheider, they enjoyed the

3 See below, Part II, Chapter 2, “Staging the Signifiers of the Gothic”: Plots and Actants, Edifices, The (On-
Stage) Presence of the Past, The Signs of Identity.

4A totally new and deeply challenging approach to the theatre’s ‘lost-in-the-making’ dimension and its
(con)textual strictures is offered in Jacky Bratton’s monograph, New Readings in Theatre History
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). For a record of the manuscript and printed copies deposited
with Larpent, see D. MacMillan (ed.), Catalogue of the Larpent Plays in the Huntington Library, Huntington
Library List No. 4, San Marino (Ca), 1939. The full on-line catalogue may be accessed at
http://content.cdlib.org/view?docld=tf1h4n985c&chunk.id=o0dd-1.8.3&brand=0ac. Accessed on 8 August
2008.
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sets in a “somewhat detached, analytical mode,” ° thus coupling aesthetic
perception with emotional engrossment. Only at the end of the century did
machinery definitively supersede the livery servants needed for scene changes as
by then complex stagecraft had made human appearance offensive to stage
propriety.® Rather temptingly, we might see the Gothic performance as a
collective rite, which effected “a theatricalisation of the audience.”’ This latter
was at the same time self-conscious and reflective, impassioned and detached, as
we realise from the following review, which describes how the horrors of
Bluebeard’s chamber could quickly give way to laughter.
In the Blue Room, or Charnel House, where the ashes of Blue-Beard’s Wives are
deposited, the whole contrivances were thrown into ridicule by want of celerity in the
intended transitions. KELLY attempted in vain to remove the Spectre of Death. [...] The

Spectre remained, however, incorrigible; and shewed uncommon attention to the audience,
by the most polite bows we ever witnessed from a Spectre! The spectators could not resist

the temptation, and laughed very heartily at this phenomenon.8

An arena of ritual for the exorcism of anxieties and fears,® the stage is in my
opinion the only space where the physical creation or critical reconstruction of the
Gothic theatre may actually happen.

In my critical system, tears and terrors represent the constituent theatrical

enactment inscribed upon the Gothic theatre text, which was created, and at times

Sp. Backscheider, Spectacular Politics. Theatrical Power and Mass Culture in Early Modern England,
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), p. 172. It is here important to note that both
renovations of Drury Lane Theatre (1792 and 1794) aimed at improving the audience’s sightline and to offer
a better view of the stage, as testified by the removal of the chandelier in the middle of the proscenium and
the increased sloping of the pit, which gave an unobstructed view of the stage to the spectators seated in the
upper parts of the house. See the chapters “Playhouses” and “Stage Presentation” in Romantic and
Revolutionary Theatre, 1789-1860, cit., pp. 90-92.

6 Document no 168, “The installation of new machinery at Drury Lane, 1784”, Chapter “Stage Presentation”,
ibid., p. 222.

7 Here | somewhat readapt Galperin’s argument in The Return of the Visible, cit. p. 94.

8 Review of the Opening Night performance of Blue-Beard. The Oracle and Public Advertiser No. 19,833
(17 January 1798), p. 3. In “Appendix: Contemporary Reviews and Comments”, J. Cox and M. Gamer (eds.),
The Broadview Anthology of Romantic Drama, (Broadview Press: Peterborough, Ont.), 2003), p. 331; the
italics are in the text.

9 For the connection between theater and exorcism see in partic. the work of Mircea Eliade, (Patterns in
Comparative Religion, transl. R. Sheed, Meridian Books, New York, USA, 1963) and Victor Turner (From
Ritual to Theatre, Paj Publications New York, 1982, and The Anthropology of Performance, Paj
Publications, New York, 1988).
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intentionally constructed around the specific talents of the great tragic and comic
actors and actresses who interpreted its roles. The recurrent and simplistic
actantial structuring of characters as villain, heroine, and hero —each with their
specific and predictable spheres of action— did not always derive exclusively, as
Paula Backscheider has noted, from the ritualistic aspects of the genre.10 We may
assume that it was in fact influenced by the typecasting of the actors, whose
specialized, immutable, and profoundly self-referential repertories arguably
contributed to the public’s emotional detachment, shaped its expectations, and
furthered its aesthetic pleasure. As recalled by Joseph Donohue, “[t]he theatre of
the age was emphatically not a playwright’s theatre but an actor’s theatre, and the
successful playwright was one with the knack of tailoring his piece to the abilities
and tastes of players.” Donohue goes on to add:
The play was chiefly a wagon for a star, and the sooner the playwright realized that
his task was to fashion such vehicles, in a self-effacing, even self-degrading way, the
sooner he achieved his goal of performance —and counted the proceeds of his benefit night.

[...] The orientation of the theatrical event towards the actor in character is unmistakable in
all the evidence of theatrical life that survives from the period, most notably in the

playbills. Virtually never is the dramatist’s name mentioned. 11

In a theatre associated more with the talent of its performers rather than with
that of its authors (this period is remembered as the age of John Philip Kemble
and Edmund Kean, certainly not of George Colman, Thomas Morton, or John
O’Keeffe), the succession of two different acting styles —one linked to tears and
the other to terror— became the metonym of two contiguous but not coinciding
cultural systems, which we may simplistically define as the neo-classical and the

10 Backscheider, Spectacular Politics, passim.

11 3. Donohue, Dramatic Character in the English Romantic Age (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1970), pp. 7 and 62. A similar perception is offered by Michael Booth who has chosen to consider “Theatre
and actors” (“ ‘The Kemble Religion’: 1776-1812”) rather than playwrights in his influential introduction to
late eighteenth- early nineteenth-century theatre (M. Booth, “The Social and the Literary Context”, in The
Revels History of Drama in English, Vol. vi 1750-1880. London: Methuen, 1975). Both critics embrace the
Romantic anti-spectacular prejudice against the actorial over the dramatic text (see for instance Charles
Lamb’s “On Garrick and Acting: and the Plays of Shakespeare, considered with Reference to their Fitness for
Stage Representation,” Reflector, 1811). It is worth mentioning here that the expression ‘Kemble religion’
was the coinage of another Romantic reviewer, William Hazlitt, (Examiner 8 December 1816). Both the
Lamb and Hazlitt essays ultimately reflect the Romantic construction of the actor that informed theatre
studies (and more generally visual-cultural analysis) until fairly recently.
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Romantic systems. In the Aristotelian aesthetics as re-elaborated by eighteenth-
century playwrights, the spectators’ tears —a manifestation of tragic catharsis and
the fruit of the homeopathic purification of the passions— were the symbol of an
acting style (and therefore a typology of reception) which was rational,
chastening, and, lastly, re-socializing.

On June 10, 1776, David Garrick, sublime incarnation of the scientific study
of passions which formed the basis of the eighteenth-century naturalistic school of
acting (Denis Diderot’s Paradoxe sur le Comédien had appeared ¢.1773),12
withdrew from the stage. This event is a sign of the deep changes in the
sensibility, morality, didacticism and edifying satire proper to eighteenth-century
theatre which took place in the last quarter of the century, even in more mature
forms of drama (for example, Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s School for Scandal,
Drury Lane 1777), and which slowly gave way to the increasingly sensational
exaltation of the passions. According to the new aesthetics prevailing at the
century’s end, tragic action was no longer intended as an instrument for the
intellectual refining of the passions. Its purpose became rather the amplification
and elevation of those passions, analysed in their solitary development, in
obedience to an anti-rational and emotional process, which in itself was to become
the focus of meta-literary representation in drama, novel and poetry. Joanna
Baillie’s dramatic series, Plays on The Passions, Charlotte Dacre’s novel The
Passions (1811), and William Collins’s poetic afterpiece “The Passions. An Ode
for Music” (first performed in 1750 with music by William Hayes) is just three
significant examples among many.13

The contemporary reputation of Collins’s piece may be taken as an
illustration of this fruitful transmigration of forms, linking neoclassic aesthetic

hierarchies to the Romantic re-evaluation of impassioned expression. Collins’s

12 Joseph Roach, The Player's Passion: Studies in the Science of Acting (Newark: Univ. of Delaware Press,
1985).

13 W. Collins, “The Passions. An Ode for Music”, in The Works of William Collins. Edited by R. Wendorf
and C. Ryskamp (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979,) pp. 49-53.
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verses influenced the Gothic novelists, who appropriated quotes from ‘The
Passions’ for comment on the action and as a mood-setter. For instance II. 1-8
from the poem are used by Ann Radcliffe as an epigraph for chapter 11 of The

Romance of the Forest, in which Adeline begins her flight from the abbey.

Anh, fear! Ah frantic fear!
| see, | see thee near!
I know thy hurry’d step, thy haggard eye!

Like thee | start, like thee disordered fly! 14

An extremely popular piece and a genuine tour de force of histrionics, ‘The
Passions’ was recited by great performers such as John Philip Kemble and Sarah
Siddons, who gave mimic and oral expression to the thirty passions described by
Collins. James Boaden, one of Siddons’s biographers, recalls the transformation
of the written poem into an actorial text:

[Collins’s Ode on the Passions] was a composition for music, and it could not well
have better than the voice of Mrs Siddons. She was in truth the organ of passion; but the
poet here describes the passion by its sympathies with particular scenes in nature, and its
characteristic expression when fully displayed. The human form under its influence is given
as the symbol of the passion. The actress who described the character lent in a great degree

her countenance and her gesture as aids to the beautiful imagery of the poet. This is
unavoidable in all stage recitation, and criticism must not proudly reject the living

commentary upon language, however forcible.15

The reports of the second London début of Sarah Siddons (who would just
one year later incarnate Sir Joshua Reynolds’s ideal of the Tragic Muse) as she
ventured out upon the boards of Drury Lane —significantly in the season of 1782-

1783, less than ten years after Garrick’s farewell16— clearly emphasize the end-of

14 A. Radcliffe, The Romance of the Forest, ed. Chloe Chard (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1986), p.
152.

15 3. Boaden, Memoirs of Mrs Siddons (London: Gibbins and Company, 1893), pp. 405-406. The italics are
mine. For a calendar of Sarah Siddons’s performances of “Ode to Passions” see J. Genest, Some Account of
the English Stage from the Restoration in 1660 to 1830, 10 voll. (Bath: H. E. Carrington, 1832). The dramatic
relevance of Collins’s Ode is noticed by E. J. Clery, who maintains that Sarah Siddons’s blood-curling
invocation “Come, you spirits” (Macbeth I, v, 39) “begs comparison with a developing tradition of odes to
the personifications ‘Fear’, “Terror’ or ‘Horror’ ”, amongst which we may also count Collins’s ‘The Passions’
” (E. J. Clery, Women’s Gothic. From Clara Reeve to Mary Shelley, Tavistock, Devon: Northcote House in
association with the British Council, 2000, p. 12)..

16 sjddons had in fact had an unpromising début at Drury Lane at the end of 1775 when she acted Portia to
Thomas King’s Shylock. In this earliest phase of her career she appeared a number of times against Garrick,

49



the century change in dramatic aesthetics. Dramatic catharsis no longer depended
upon pathemic purification but rather upon the audience’s overwhelming,
empathetic identification with the actors.
Well | remember (how is it possible | should ever forget?), the sobs, the shrieks,
among the tender part of her audience; or those tears, which manhood, at first, struggled to

suppress, but at length grew proud of indulging. We then, indeed, knew the luxury of grief;
but the nerves of many a gentle being gave way before the intensity of such appeals and

fainting fits long alarmed the decorum of the house, filled almost to suffocation.1?

The title of this section, “A Stage of Tears and Terror”, thus encourages to
study the Gothic theatre essentially as a theatrical event, not merely a textual one.
At the same time, it strives to underline the crucial institutional aspects which
entailed a revolution in the hierarchy of theatre genres (the morphological changes
that occurred in the auditoria such as the enlarging and remodelling of playhouses,
new techniques of illumination, increasingly marked use of stage machinery). In
effect the change of the spatial relationships between actor and audiences, as well
as between the actors themselves, contributed to the alteration in the repertory of
plays and in their actual realization on stage. This phenomenon created a
widening rift between critical respectability and public popularity. It also implied
an inexorable sliding away of the theatre from ‘words’ towards gestures, images,
and special effects, which initially had been restricted to the crowded circuses,
amphitheatres, and other places of popular entertainment thriving in the capital.

This slow movement was definitively sanctioned in 1811 when George
Colman the Younger organized a revival of his immensely successful Blue-Beard
(1798) complete with horses and elephants at Covent Garden, one of the
strongholds of the patented theatre establishment. This spectacular staging of
Colman’s Oriental Gothic afterpiece erased the flimsy dividing line separating

official theatre from the illegitimate universe of hippodrama, and seemed to oust

but met only the tepid favour of the public. After six years of employment in the provincial theatres, Siddons
reappeared at Drury Lane in October 1782 (Booth, “The Social and Literary Context”, The Revels History of
Drama in English, cit., p. 106).

17 Boaden, Memoirs of Mrs Siddons, cit., p. 195. For a definition of “pathemic” see A. J. Greimas, De
I'imperfection (Perigueux, 1987). In English see A. J. Greimas et al., The Semiotics of Passions: From States
of Affairs to States of Feeling (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), in partic. pp. 1-62.
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once and for all poetic genius from the stage. A telling Morning Post review

suggested at much:

We can never approve of any system that may go to exclude SHAKESPEARE, to
make way for pantomimes in five acts, or which may give to unmeaning noise the gaudy
spectacle, that time which might afford as rational pleasure and dignified amusement in the
works of our best dramatists. In favour of so vicious a system we can never lift our voice;
yet we still do not see [...] that SHAKESPEARE is likely to be trampled under foot by the
horses introduced in an after-piece at Covent-garden Theatre [...] and though much may be
said of the tendency of such spectacles to vitiate public taste; we are of opinion that very
little injury need be dreaded from them, at a time when that is most prized which is most

ridiculous, and when Hamlet Travestied is more eagerly followed that [sic] Hamlet itself.18

The competition between Shakespeare’s masterpieces and the generically less
noble Colman afterpiece finds clear visual expression in a later Bluebeard playbill
(show of December 9, 1816, see Figure 1). The size of the characters used for
both the title of Bluebeard and the advertisement of its “Equestrian Troops” has
by now become significantly bigger than the one used to advertise the mainpiece,
Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, starring the Kemble family. As we read in the
summary, repertory interchangeability in fact prevailed. The leading actor of the
company, John Kemble, would perform Brutus “on Monday” and King John “On
Thusday”, while “Wednesday and Friday Next” would be the turn of the “All-

Attractive Musical Drama The Slave, probably Thomas Morton’s operal®

18 Review of the 1811 revival of Blue-Beard. The Morning Post No. 12,497 (19 February 1811), p. 3.
Extract. As quoted in The Broadview Anthology of Romantic Drama, cit., p. 334. The emphases are in the
text. The section of “Contemporary Reviews and Commentary” in the volume is especially helpful in tracing
the contemporary debate between high and low cultural forms of theatre. See for instance Leigh Hunt’s
damningly satirical review of the 1811 revival of Colman’s Blue-Beard, ibid., pp. 338-39, for an example of
Romantic antispectacular prejudice: “[such exhibitions] are too powerful a stimulus to the senses of the
common order of spectators, and take away from their eyes and ears all relish for more delicate
entertainments” (p. 340).

19 Application Nov. 1, 1816, Produced as The Slave Nov. 12. See item 1942 of The catalogue of John
Larpent Plays. Available at http://content.cdlib.org/view?docld=tf1h4n985c&chunk.id=c01-
1.8.5.2&brand=0ac. Accessed on August 8, 2008.
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1. Playbill for a performance of Blue Beard on 9 December 1816, Theatre Royal Covent Garden.
Centre for Performance History. Available from
http://www.cph.rcm.ac.uk/Virtual%20Exhibitions/Music%20in%20English%20Theatre/Pages/Cap

tion4.htm

This archival evidence shows that the Morning Post reviewer had failed to grasp
the epistemic import of the arrival of the real on stage —real horses, real elephants,
real processions —signs and tokens of a new kind of ‘profane’ drama, harking back

to opera, another heavily criticised kind of ‘verisimilar’ performance which
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refused the tyranny of the text.20 A cross-fertilization of art and entertainment, the
theatre of the latter part of the eighteenth century wants to achieve its effects not
only in the service of the moral or aesthetic education of the audiences, but also to
amaze and amuse them.21 It is in this context that | place the Gothic shows of the
1790s.

20 gee for instance, Joseph Addison’s famous attack on Italian opera: “A little Skill in Criticism would
inform us that Shadows and Realities ought not to be mix'd together in the same Piece; and that Scenes,
which are designed as the Representations of Nature, should be filled with Resemblances, and not with the
Things themselves. If one would represent a wide Champain Country filled with Herds and Flocks, it would
be ridiculous to draw the Country only upon the Scenes, and to crowd several Parts of the Stage with Sheep
and Oxen” , Spectator no. 5 (Tuesday, March 6, 1711). For the anti-referential language of the Italian opera,
see the critique in ibid., no. 18 (Wednesday, March 21, 1711): “[...] the Audience grew tir'd of understanding
Half the Opera, and therefore to ease themselves Entirely of the Fatigue of Thinking, have so order'd it at
Present that the whole Opera is performed in an unknown Tongue. We no longer understand the Language of
our own Stage; insomuch that | have often been afraid, when | have seen our Italian Performers chattering in
the Vehemence of Action, that they have been calling us Names, and abusing us among themselves.”
Respectively available at http://www.hoasm.org/V1I1A/Spectator3-6-11.html and

http://www.hoasm.org/V 11A/Spectator3-21-11.html . Both accessed on September 5 2006.

21, D’Arcy Wood, The Shock of the Real, cit.
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Uncloseting the Gothic Monster.

Anne Williams’s contention that

until about twenty years ago, the Gothic was ignored by serious literary critics; those
publishing on the Gothic were usually either enthusiastic antiquarians such as Montague

Summers and Devendra P. Varma or philologists bent on cataloguing22

could be applied until fairly recently to Gothic drama studies. The mass-oriented
and extremely popular Gothic dramas that flourished in England around the turn
of the eighteenth to the nineteenth century endured a long and unjustified critical
neglect. They were relegated to the margins of a genre that for a long time
remained —in Williams’s provocative definition— “literature’s unspeakable
‘other’,” or as David Richter has more recently remarked, ““a field that was once
neglected at best —and at worst a bastion of bibliophilic cranks.”23

The overwhelming popular success of Gothic drama is well documented in
several contemporary primary records, and it is acknowledged by many amongst
the most celebrated authors of the day — including Samuel T. Coleridge and
William Wordsworth, least gentle of judges.24 Nonetheless, and in spite of
regularly overflowing houses, the High-Romantic disregard for mass
entertainment and the ensuing lack of historical investigation into most forms of
non-textual spectacle contrived to transform the Gothic drama into a dim blot in

Britain’s cultural history, an artistic manifestation that Paula Backscheider does

22 A, Williams, ““ ‘The Horror, The Horror’: Recent Studies in Gothic Fiction”, Modern Fiction Studies, Vol.
46, No. 3 (2000), p. 789.

23 D, Richter, The Progress of Romance: Literary Historiography and the Gothic Novel (Columbus, Ohio:
Ohio State University Press, 1996), p. 2.

24 |t must be here remembered that Wordsworth’s gothicised The Borderers was rejected by Drury Lane in
1798, during the successful run of Lewis’s The Castle Spectre (Drury Lane, December 1797-June 1798). Just
at the same time, Coleridge’s Osorio was similarly turned down by the same theatre. On Coleridge’s and
Wordsworth’s generic negotiations with the Gothic, see Gamer, Romanticism and the Gothic, cit., in partic.
chap. 3 “ ‘Gross and Violent Stimulants’: producing Lyrical Ballads 1798 and 18007, pp. 90-126.
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not hesitate to call “one of the most denigrated and neglected forms in the entire
history of drama.”2>

As far back as 1992, Jeffrey Cox recalled the “immense popularity”’26 but
the scant critical respect encountered by such works as James C. Cobb’s Haunted
Tower (Drury Lane, 1789), Matthew Gregory Lewis’s The Castle Spectre (Drury
Lane, 14 December 1797) and George Colman the Younger’s Blue-Beard (Drury
Lane, 16 January 1798), due to a high-brow scepticism that for a long time
persisted in the academia. For instance, George Colman the Younger’s biographer
Martin Wood has thus recently summarised two of the playwright’s most
enduring dramatic successes in the Gothic vein:

Blue-Beard, or Female Curiosity. [...] Its story is insignificant; sinking doors,
sepulchres, skeletons, cracks in the earth, collapsing buildings, and constant musical

numbers, all to cater to the audience’s hunger for spectacle. Debut: 16 of January; 63
performances.

And again,

Feudal Times, or The Banquet Gallery. A melodrama. [...] A ruthless baron, his
forbidding castle, a kidnapped and imprisoned lady, a siege, and a last-minute escape

before the castle’s tower explodes, are the spectacular elements in lieu of a plot. Debut: 19
of January 1799, 39 performances.2’

Elsewhere the critic stigmatises Blue-Beard'’s story as “insignificant” and
disparagingly concludes, “[Colman’s] audiences content, he ignored the critics
and counted the money”28 Again, high-minded critical scepticism clashes against
the actual overwhelming economic success of Gothic dramas, as made clear by J.
R. Stephens: “The forty-one nights of the revival of Colman’s Blue-Beard (Drury

Lane 1798) in 1811 brought Covent Garden ‘above twenty-one thousand pounds’

25 Backscheider, Spectacular Politics, cit., p. 150.

265, Cox, “Introduction”, in Seven Gothic Dramas, 1789-1825, cit., p. 2.

27\, Wood, “George Colman the Younger. Summaries of Selected Plays” [online], available from
http://www.uwec.edu/Academic/Curric/mwood/colman/summaries.html , accessed on July 3, 2005. The
emphases are mine. For a more objective reconstruction of Colman’s formula, see J. Donohue, Theatre in the
Age of Kean (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1975), pp. 94-97.

28\, Wood, “George Colman the Younger”, Dictionary of Literary Biography, Vol. 89, Paula Backscheider
(ed.), Restoration and Eighteenth Century Dramatists (Detroit: Gale Research, 1989), p. 75.
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”, thus contributing significantly to the total receipts of the season.”29 We can
only agree with Michael Gamer that the intensity of the numerous negative
descriptions of Gothic drama “give some indication of the extent of the gulf
existing between critical and popular audiences.”30

The disregard of Gothic drama exemplified by Wood’s critique perplexingly
contrasts with the undeniable popularity of the plays themselves, confirmed by the
high number of their performances. This critical aporia stands out even more
evidently when we remember that over the past three decades the Gothic —long
relegated to a marginal presence in the field of Romantic studies— has evolved
into an area of critically diverse and theoretically aware scholarship. Within the
wide-ranging revisionist project which was labelled “the New Eighteenth
Century”3! and with the fresh impetus recently given to the study of Romantic

dramaturgy32 —especially of the female theatrical and dramatic contributions—33

29J.R. Stephens, The Profession of Playwright. British Theatre 1800-1900, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1992, p. 30.

30 Gamer, Romanticism and the Gothic, cit., p. 4.

31 Foran early seminal reassessment of the eighteenth-century literary canon, see F. Nussbaum and L.
Brown, “Revising Critical Practices: An Introductory Essay”, in F. Nussbaum and L. Brown (eds.), The New
18th Century. Theory, Politics, English Literature (London-New York: Methuen, 1987).

32 For detailed discussions of Romantic dramaturgy, with particular attention given to the works of the major
Romantic male poets, see inter alia R. M. Fletcher, English Romantic Drama, 1795-1843: A Critical History
(New York: Exposition Press, 1966); T. Otten, The Deserted Stage: The Search for Dramatic Form in
Nineteenth-Century England (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1972); R. A. Cave (ed.), The Romantic Theatre.
An International Symposium (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe and Totowa, NJ: Barnes and Nobles, 1986); A.
Richardson, A Mental Theatre. Poetic Drama and Consciousness in the Romantic Age (University Park-
London: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1988); F. Burwick, Illusion and the Drama: Critical
Theory of the Enlightenment and Romantic Era (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press,
1991); E. Burns, “ ‘The Babel Din’: Theatre and European Romanticism”, in G. Ward (ed.), Romantic
Literature: A Guide to Romantic Literature, 1780-1830 (London: Bloomsbury, 1993), pp. 51-67; G. Kucich,
“ ‘A Haunted Ruin’: Romantic Drama, Renaissance Tradition, and the Critical Establishment”, The
Wordsworth Circle Vol. 23 No. 2 (Spring 1992), pp. 64-75; D. P. Watkins, A Materialist Critique of English
Romantic Drama (Gainesville: The University Press of Florida, 1993); J. Carlson, In the Theatre of
Romanticism. Coleridge, Nationalism, Women (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994); M. D.
Purinton, Romantic Ideology Unmasked. The Mentally Constructed Tyrannies in Dramas of William
Wordsworth, Lord Byron, Percy Shelley, and Joanna Baillie (Newark: University of Delaware Press and
London-Toronto: Associated University Presses, 1994); T. C. Davis, “ ‘Reading Shakespeare by Flashes of
Lightning’: Challenging the Foundations of Romantic Acting Theory”, English Literary History Vol. 62
(1995), pp. 933-54; G. Russell, The Theatres of War: Performance, Politics, and Society, 1793-1815 (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1995); T. Allan Hoagwood and D. P. Watkins (eds.), British Romantic Drama: Historical
and Critical Essay (Madison, NJ: Farleigh Dickinson University Press-London: Associated University
Presses, 1998); M. Simpson, Closet Performances: Political Exhibition and Prohibition in the Dramas of
Byron and Shelley (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998); Roy (ed.), Romantic and Revolutionary
Theatre, 1789-1860, cit.
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since the publication of Robert Hume’s pioneering revaluation of the Gothic
novel, numerous appreciations of the Gothic have come out in print.34 Nowadays
no contemporary scholar feels the need to justify the publication of yet another
study of the Gothic novel. The joint contributions of critical theory and
historiographical reconstructions have legitimised Gothic studies as a proper
subject of literary investigation, and they have given a crucial contribution to its

institutionalisation.35

33 For Romantic female dramaturgy, besides Cox’s section “Joanna Baillie: Gothic Women” in
“Introduction”, Seven Gothic Dramas, cit., pp. 50-57, and Carlson’s chapter, “Romantic Theatricalism:
Surveilling the Beauties of the Stage”, In the Theatre of Romanticism, cit., pp. 134-175, see inter alia E.
Donkin, Getting Into the Act. Women Playwrights in London 1776-1829 (London- and New York:
Routledge), 1995; C. Burroughs, Closet Stages: Joanna Baillie and the Theatre Theory of British Romantic
Women Writers (Philadelphia: University of Philadelphia Press, 1997); J. Franceschina (ed.), Sisters of Gore.
Seven Gothic Melodramas by British Women, 1790-1843 (New York-London: Garland, 1997); British
Women Writers Around 1800: New Paradigms and Recoveries. A Special Issue of “Romanticism on the Net”
(1998), available from http://www.erudit.org/revue/ron/1998/v/n12/005827ar.html (in partic. T. Crochunis’s
“Introduction”, and the contributions of C. Burroughs, “Teaching the Theory and Practice Of Women’s
Dramaturgy”, and M. D. Purinton, “Revising Romanticism by Inscripting Women Playwrights™); T. C. Davis
and E. Donkin (eds.), Women and Playwriting in Nineteenth-Century Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999); C. Burroughs (ed.), Women in British Romantic Theatre. Drama, Performance, and
Society, 1790-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); B. Bolton, Women, Nationalism, and
the Romantic Stage. Theatre and Politics in Britain, 1780-1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press),
2001; M. D. Purinton, “Science Fiction and Techno-Gothic Drama: Romantic Playwrights Joanna Baillie and
Jane Scott”, Romanticism on the Net Vol. 21 (2001) available from:
http://users.ox.ac.uk/~scat0385/21purinton.html ; T. Crochunis (ed.), Joanna Baillie, Romantic Dramatist:
Critical Essays (London: Routledge, 2004). Invaluable information on Romantic female dramaturgy may also
be found on the “British Women Playwrights around 1800” website (general editors: T. C. Crochunis and M.
Eberle-Sinatra), available from http://www.etang.umontreal.ca/bwp1800/ . Their bibliography —arranged by
author and subject— is one of the most comprehensive and it can be accessed at
http://www.etang.umontreal.ca/bwp1800/biblio/index.html .All the sites were accessed on 18 January 2005.
This recognition in the current research on Romantic dramaturgy may be completed by a list of the excellent
modern editions —also in electronic format— of plays by Harriet Lee, Frances Burney, Joanna Baillie, Mariana
Starke, Jane Scott, Elizabeth Inchbald, and Fanny Kemble among the others: The Plays of Hannah Cowley,
edited by F. M. Link (Garland: New York—London, 1979); The Complete Plays of Frances Burney, 2 vols,
edited by Peter Sabor (London: Pickering & Chatto, 1995); Female Playwrights of the Nineteenth Century,
edited by A. Scullion (London: Dent, 1996); the series Eighteenth-Century Women Playwrights, general
editor D. Hughes (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2001). The editions of several British women playwrights
can be accessed from http://etang.umontreal.ca/bwp1800/plays/index.html.

34 Hume, “Gothic versus Romantic: A Revaluation of the Gothic Novel”, cit., pp. 282-290.

B Fitzgerald, “Female Gothic and the Institutionalization of Gothic Studies”, Monographic issue on
“Female Gothic”, Guest Editors A. Smith and D. Wallace, Gothic Studies, Vol. 6, No. 1 (2004), pp. 8-18. The
various theoretical and methodological approaches to the Gothic | surveyed in this study to reconstruct and
contextualise the background of the genre may be taken as a specimen of the range of the critical
investigations in the area: G. Haggerty, Gothic Fiction/Gothic Form (University Park and London: The
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1989); R. Miles, Gothic Writing 1750-1820,, cit.; R. Miles, Ann
Radcliffe, cit.; A. Williams, Art of Darkness, cit., C. A. Howells, Love, Mystery, and Misery, cit.; J. Howard,
Reading Gothic Fiction. A Bakhtinian Approach (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994); Ann B. Tracy, The Gothic
Novel, 1790-1830: Plot Summaries and Index to Motifs (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1981);
Douglas H. Thomson, Jack G. Voller, and Frederick S. Frank (eds), Gothic Writers. A Critical and
Bibliographical Guide. (Westport-London: Greenwood Press, 2002); F. J. Potter, The History of the Gothic
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In this thriving scenario, however, relatively scarce and unsystematic
attention has been reserved for the historiographical and critical investigation of
the Gothic stage, and more particularly for the reciprocal relationships of the
dramatic and the novelistic modes of representation within Gothic - an issue that
might involve a significant reassessment of the coeval cultural repertoire and the
relations between diverse cultural forms at the close of the eighteenth century. A
good example of the contemporary schizophrenic response to the multiple modes
of the Gothic has been recently provided by the ambitious and apparently
thorough Gothic Literature. A Gale Critical Companion in 3 volumes, with a
foreword by Jerrold E. Hogle, one of the most influential modern critics of the
genre. The “Performing Arts and the Gothic” section of the monumental Gale
Critical Companion promisingly announces discussions of such diverse artistic
forms as Drama, Film, Television, Music in their interface with the Gothic.
However, the space allotted to these topics unfortunately covers only a meagre

handful of pages, of which just five are left to the drama.36 The only Gothic

Publishing, 1800-1835. Exhuming the Trade (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); M. Summers, The
Gothic Quest, cit., M. Billi (ed.), Il gotico inglese. Il romanzo del terrore: 1764-1820 (Bologna: il Mulino,
1986); F. Frank, The First Gothics (New York-London: Garland, 1987); E. J. Clery, The Rise of Supernatural
Fiction 1672-1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); M. Kilgour, The Rise of the Gothic
Novel (London and New York: Routledge, 1995); D. Saglia and G. Silvani (eds.), Il teatro della paura.
Scenari gotici del Romanticismo europeo (Roma: Bulzoni, 2005); D. Long Hoeveler, Gothic Feminism. The
Professionalization of Gender from Charlotte Smith to the Brontés, (University Park: The Pennsylvania State
University Press and Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1998); E. J. Clery, Women’s Gothic, Cit.; M.
Gamer, Romanticism and the Gothic, cit. In several of the above studies, many theoretical approaches
intersect and fruitfully build on each other, as in the case of the psychological and sexual readings of the
Gothic offered by George Haggerty, Robert Miles and Anne Williams. | want further to acknowledge my
indebtedness to the following collection of essays: D. Punter (ed.), A Companion to the Gothic (Oxford:
Blackwell, 2000); K. W. Graham (ed.), Gothic Fictions. Prohibition/Transgression (New York: AMS Press,
1989); J. Hogle (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2002); D. Long Hoeveler and T. Heller (eds.), Approaches to Teaching Gothic Fiction: The British and
American Traditions (New York: Modern Language Association, 2002); D. Punter and G. Byron (eds.), The
Gothic (Malden, Mass.-Oxford: Blackwell, 2004).

36 Gothic Literature. A Gale Critical Companion, foreword by Jerrold E. Hogle; Jessica Bomarito, Project
Editor, 3 vols. (Detroit-New York: Thomson-Gale, 2006). See also the results of the recent survey presented
to the delegates at the Conference “Teaching Romanticism”, Friends House, Euston Road, London, 17-18
March 2006. Although the results of the questionnaire bear witness to the diversity of Romanticism being
taught in the United Kingdom, it is significant to note that most of the respondents do not use an
interdisciplinary pedagogical approach. The results show that closet drama is among the Romantic genres
least often taught. Sharon Ruston, the Conference organizer, has usefully commented the amount of data
produced by the questionnaire: “It is clear that the ‘big six’ are very much present in our classrooms. [...]
then asked whether drama was being taught on these modules and 57% answered that no plays are taught. Of
the plays taught, the closet drama Manfred came top with 18 people teaching this, followed by 7 for The
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dramatist introduced in this section is James Boaden, whose work is
acknowledged in one succinct sidebar reference.

Similarly, the Gale Critical Companion bio-bibliographical profile of
Matthew G. Lewis —novelist, dramatist, poet and editor of the Gothic— is likewise
disappointing, perplexingly compressed as it is in less than three pages. Out of the
three columns devoted to Lewis’s “Major Works” and “Critical Reception”, only
a mere seven rather unflattering lines are spared to describe his numerous and
previously successful plays.

Of Lewis’s plays, the best known is The Castle Spectre (1797), a Gothic production

that met the current demand for melodrama, spectacle, and two-dimensional
characterisation. Although it helped establish Lewis as one of the era’s most popular

playwrights, The Castle Spectre is largely overlooked by modern critics.3”

The apparent critical disparagement of the Gale contributor is, however,
contradicted in the following page by the list of Lewis’s “Principal Works”. These
counts seven volumes of poetry and prose narrative against thirteen works for the
stage, including melodramas, tragedies and sundry dramatic pieces. Such a record
may easily explain how Victor Emeljanow could call Lewis “the most successful
Romantic dramatist™38 in his meticulously researched collection of primary source
materials for the study of Romantic theatre. These two examples make clear that
the canonical state of the Gothic dramatists is still far from settled.

In terms of canon formation and revision, the Gale Companion clearly
posits itself as a trend-setting and comprehensive critical work, as shown by
innovative sections dedicated to the popular disseminations of the Gothic in both
the musical and mass-market literature business. The impact of its conservative
discussion of the drama remains to be seen, yet it seems to run clearly counter to

other recent scholarship, whose historiographical aim has been not merely

Cenci, 5 for De Monfort, 5 for The Borderers and 5 for School for Scandal” (S. Ruston, “Questionnaire
Report. ‘Teaching Romanticism’ ”, BARS Bulletin & Review, Issue No. 30, October 2006, p. 11). These data
regard 97 questionnaires. The full results may be accessed on the British Association for Romantic Studies
website at http://www.bars.ac.uk/teaching/survey/surveyresults.php .

37 Gothic Literature. A Gale Critical Companion, cit., vol. 3, p. 33.

3By, Emeljanow, “Introduction” to chapter “V. Stage Presentation”, in Roy (ed.), Romantic and
Revolutionary Theatre, 1789-1860, cit., p. 221.
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inclusive, but also expressly re-evaluative of the genre as a whole. For instance,
one such invitation has been lately launched by George Haggerty in his review of
the Broadview edition of ‘The Castle of Otranto’ and ‘The Mysterious Mother’
edited by Frederick Frank. Quite convincingly, Haggerty has drawn attention to
the benefits scholars and students may derive from the comparative reading of
Walpole’s narrative and dramatic work, presented for the first time in one volume.
Frederick S. Franks’s Broadview is the only one of which I am aware in which the
novel and the play are published together. This is a great boost to anyone interested in
Walpole studies. [...] How [...] useful to have the play available in this edition, along with
the novel, so that anyone reading Walpole’s novel can look at the play in order to come to a

fuller understanding of Walpole’s fascinating imagination. [...] I look forward with delight
to being able to introduce students to the play as well as the novel and to show them the one

really great tragedy that was written in the later eighteenth century.39

Haggerty’s words are important at more than one level. Firstly, Haggerty
implies that even the recent re-shaping of the editorial market provoked by the on-
going revision of the eighteenth-century canon has not significantly increased the
availability of the primary reference texts of the Gothic drama. Only very recently
has it been included in low-priced collections of Romantic and Gothic texts or
collected in paperback anthologies - thus signifying their forthcoming official
incorporation into the mainstream Gothic canon and possibly their future
inclusion in the university syllabi.40 At the same time, and more importantly in
terms of my enquiry, Haggerty is correct in his claim that a comparative approach
to the Gothic analysed as a coordinated art form will entail remarkable changes in
terms of canon formation, approaches to teaching, and the construction of higher

education syllabi.

9. Haggerty, Review of H. Walpole, The Castle of Otranto, edited by M. Gamer and ‘The Castle of
Otranto’ and ‘The Mysterious Mother’, edited by F. S. Frank,, Gothic Studies. Monographic issue on “Gothic
Ex/changes”. Guest editors Terry Philips and Sue Zlosnik. Vol. 7, no. 1 (May, 2005), p. 110-11.

40 p_ Baines and E. Burns (eds.), Five Romantic Plays, 1768-1821 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000),
R. Norton (ed.), Gothic Readings, cit., Joanna Baillie, Plays on the Passions, edited by P. Duthie (Broadview
Press: Peterborough, Ont., 2001), Horace Walpole ‘The Castle of Otranto’ and * The Mysterious Mother’,
edited by Fredreick Frank, (Broadview Press: Peterborough, Ont., 2003), Cox and Gamer (eds.), The
Broadview Anthology of Romantic Drama, cit. The pedagogical implications of the current reshaping of the
Romantic dramatic canon are helpfully discussed in Burroughs, “Teaching the Theory and Practice Of
Women’s Dramaturgy”, cit.
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Following on from this, my argument in this study will be that the
multifarious artistic production of several practitioners of the late eighteenth-
century Gothic —of which Horace Walpole’s or Matthew G. Lewis’s versatile and
multigeneric artistic productions provide an appropriate, but hardly unique case—
invites a critical investigation, which must be by its nature holistic and thoroughly
re-appropriative in terms of both the modern critical frameworks it employs and
the original historiographical taxonomies it seeks to offer. In my opinion, the
combination of varied representational practices and sets of discourses —both
literary and non-literary— at the heart of the Gothic encourages a comparative
approach to the study of the late eighteenth-century dramatic and narrative texts
that promotes the integrated analysis of visual, novelistic and theatrical strategies
of representation.4! Such an approach prompts a series of questions about the
nature, development and relation of usually discrete representational practices and
the history of their reception in the context of eighteenth-century literary culture.
In this respect, Michael Gamer’s contention appears particularly cogent in its
definition of the Gothic as a discursive site:

It is worth reiterating, | think, that, unlike most twentieth-century commentators,

gothic’s readers in the 1790s considered it neither exclusively a kind of fiction nor even
necessarily a narrative mode. [...] By nature heterogeneous, gothic texts regularly contain

4 Fora reading of the Gothic as a system of “numerous speech genres which have arisen from historically
concrete situations of social interaction”, see Howard, Reading Gothic Fiction, cit. The quotation is taken
from p. 16. The relation of drama and the novel has been the object of relatively few methodological studies,
which have contributed over the years in various, and often opposing ways to define the theoretical
framework that serves the argument of the present thesis. An invaluable introduction to the comparative
analysis of theatre and the early novel is proposed in Laura Brown, English Dramatic Form, 1660-1760. An
Essay in Generic History (New Haven-London: Yale University Press, 1981). The presence of drama in the
eighteenth-century novel is amply recorded in Robert Noyes, The Thespian Mirror: Shakespeare and the
Eighteenth-Century Novel (Providence: Brown University Press, 1953) and The Neglected Muse. Restoration
and Eighteenth-Century Tragedy in the Novel, 1740-1780 (Providence: Brown University Press, 1958). The
embedding of the Restoration play-texts in the eighteenth-century novel is analysed by Susan Staves in “Fatal
marriages? Restoration Plays Embedded in Eighteenth-Century Novels”, in D. L. Patey and T. Keegan (eds.),
Augustan Studies. Essays in Honour of Irvin Ehrenpreis (Newark: University of Delaware Press and London-
Toronto: Associated University Presses, 1985, pp. 95-108). The interface between popular theatre and the
Victorian novel is helpfully discussed in Emily Allen, Theatre Figures. The Production of the Nineteenth-
Century British Novel (Columbus: The Ohio State University Press, 2003). Finally, for more recent analyses
of the re-discovery of the theatrical nature of the Austen novel, see also Paula Byrne, Jane Austen and the
Theatre (London-New York: Hambledon and London, 2002) and Penny Gay, Jane Austen and the Theatre
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). For a discussion of Gothic visuality in its relation to the
novel, see M. Myrone (ed.), Gothic Nightmares. Fuseli, Blake and the Romantic Imagination (London: Tate
Publishing, 2006).
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multiple modes of writing, shifting from novelistic prose into poetry, inset oral narratives,
didactic fables, or pantomimic and dramatic spectacles. With Miles, then, | define Gothic
neither as a mode nor as a kind of fiction (the “gothic novel”) but as an aesthetic. [...] At
the very least, if gothic is a site crossing the genres, it is a site that moves, and that must be
defined in part by its ability to transplant itself across forms and media: from narrative into

dramatic and poetic modes, and from textual into visual and aural media.42

Gamers’ contention that “Gothic [is] neither [...] a mode nor [...] a kind of
fiction” recalls the presence of intersections and migrations of forms of the heart
of Gothic, with similarities and contact zones across genres and cultural
hierarchies as underlined in a few pioneering interdisciplinary studies. In her
groundbreaking assessment of English theatre in the years 1760-1800, Paula
Backscheider has rightly noticed that off- and on-stage Gothic narratives show the
same structure of feeling, as well as sharing stock characters, codified settings and
highly-stylised plots.43 The main Gothic typologies (the psychological, the
supernatural, and the political) regularly appeared in the late eighteenth-century
theatre: dreams, visions, otherworldly apparitions, villainous tyrants and their
virtuous opponents, overthrowings of tortured usurpers and redemptive
redressings of social injustice enacted a symbolic economy popular on page and
stage alike.

In effect, despite obvious similarities at the level of both signifiers
(conventions and superficial appurtenances) and signified (the Gothic themes,
which illustrate how identity, fears and desires are symbolically projected and re-
worked into culture), most critical studies still seem to ignore the relationship

existing between such established gothic classics as Horace Walpole’s The Castle

42 Gamer, Romanticism and the Gothic, cit., pp. 3-4. In his fine monograph, Gamer acknowledges his debt to
Robert Miles’s seminal discussion of the Gothic as a “language of subjective representation” and “a
discursive site crossing the genres”. See Miles, Gothic Writing 1750-1820, cit., p. 189 and p. 176. The
definition of the Gothic as a discursive practice takes its inspiration from Michel Foucault, “What is an
Author?”, transl. J. V. Harari, P. Rabinow (ed.), The Foucault Reader (Harmondswoth: Penguin, 1986), esp.
p. 114.

43 Backscheider, Spectacular Politics, cit., pp. 155-56. For contemporary contestations of the Gothic as a
mechanic or imitative art form, see “The Terrorist System of Novel-Writing” (Anon., 1797, in Norton (ed.),
Gothic Readings, cit., pp. 299-303), “Terrorist Novel Writing” (Anon., 1798, in Clery and Miles (eds.),
Gothic Documents, cit., p. 182-83) and ‘Anti-Ghost’ ’s “On the Method of Inculcating Morality” (Anon.,
1798). See Gamer, Romanticism and the Gothic, cit., pp. 55-56 and A. Wright, “Haunted Britain in the
1790s”. Romantic Circle Praxis Series / Gothic Technologies: Visuality in the Romantic Era. Available at
http://www.rc.umd.edu/praxis/gothic/wright/wright . Accessed on 22 May 2006.
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of Otranto (1764) or Matthew Gregory Lewis’s The Monk (1796) and their
contemporary, highly-successful dramatic adaptations. These may include such
generically legitimate texts as Robert Jephson’s The Count of Narbonne, (Covent
Garden, 1781), and James Boaden’s Aurelio and Miranda (Drury Lane, 1798) as
much as a plethora of illegitimate afterpieces capitalising on the most sensational
episodes of the novels. A particularly relevant example is the famous “Bleeding
Nun” intertext in Lewis’s The Monk, which enjoyed a massive success in ballads,
short dramatizations and other forms of popular texts.44 These transmodalizations
benefited from the development of a ‘trade’ market publishing of Gothic works
and were, | suggest, essential to the pervasive dissemination of the novelistic
blockbusters of the Gothic among different audiences, and in new contexts and
modes. If we carry this argument one step further, we may assume that similarly,
the redaptions —particularly in chapbook format— of well-known Gothic stage
successes (for instance Sarah Scudgell Wilkinson’s The Castle Spectre, An
Ancient Baronial Romance, published in sixpence format by J. Bailey in 1820)
remains to date a field of investigation still virtually unexplored.4> We are thus
reminded of the continuing necessity of approaching the Gothic form by
retrieving fresh paths of analysis. Paraphrasing Franz Potter we could say that we
are faced with an ongoing critical and editorial exhumation, which must be wary
of the ideologically deep-seated strictures of canon formation and transmission.
The analysis | propose is thus twofold. Gothic dramatic adaptations, of
which James Boaden’s work provides a good specimen, are studied in relation to
their novelistic antecedents. | maintain that in their turn these appropriated and
(re)produced in narrative the themes and forms typical of the Gothic stage.
Concurrently, the Gothic plays are also analysed as self-contained dramatic
works, which were acted, often with great success, and can thus be considered as

reflective of popular judgement, dramatic constraints and the contemporary

44 gee above, “Introduction”, n. 30.

45 see Potter, The History of the Gothic Publishing, cit. In this thesis with the term redaption we indicate the
adaptation in narrative form of a drama.
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discursive practices. By reminding us of the on-going “paradigm shift*46
currently taking place in theatre and literary history, particularly in the field of
Romantic studies, my comparative approach aims to provide a theoretical, an
historical as well as a practical framework for the study of the Gothic stage

appropriations at the end of the eighteenth century.

46 Crochunis, “British Women Writers Around 1800: New Paradigms and Recoveries”, cit., p. 1. Accessed

on June 27, 2005.
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An Overview of Critical Responses to English Gothic Theatre.

Immense popularity and little critical respect - this might be the epitaph for the
Gothic drama that filled the London stages in the decades around the turn from the

eighteenth to the nineteenth century.4’

It may be argued that the long-standing disparaging view of the Gothic
theatre recalled here by Jeffrey Cox and described in section 2. of this work may
be connected with three particular issues, which operated at both the synchronic
and diachronic levels: a) the end-of-the-century rise of spectacle, b) originality, c)
dramatic ideology. These factors, in their turn, must be analysed in connection
with the changing patterns of reception of the Gothic in England in the aftermath
of the 1793-94 post-revolutionary events in France.48 Each of these aspects will

be addressed in the following subsections.

3.1 Spectacular Monstrosity/Monstrous Spectacularity
In the eighteenth-century aesthetic hierarchies, spectacle occupied a
marginal position, in accordance with the Aristotelian theorising proposed in
Poetics. Contemporary attacks against theatrical shows were resonant of classical

censure, which included spectacle amongst the lowest forms of entertainment.

The tragic fear and pity may be aroused by the Spectacle; but they may be also
aroused by the very structure and incidents of the play — which is the better way and shows
the better poet. The Plot in fact should be so framed that, even without seeing the things
take place, he who simply hears the account of them shall be filled with horror and pity at
the incidents; which is just the effect that the mere recital of the story in Oedipus would
have on one. To produce this same effect by means of Spectacle is less artistic, and requires

extraneous aid.49

41 Cox, “Introduction”, Seven Gothic Dramas, cit., p. 2.

487, Cox, “Ideology and Genre in the British Antirevolutionary Dramas of the 1790s”, English Literary
History Vol. 58 (1991), pp. 579-610 and G. Taylor, The French Revolution and the London Stage 1789-1805
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

49 Aristotle, Poetics, in The Basic Works of Aristotle, edited by R. McKeon (Chicago: Random House, 1941),
pp. 1467-68, cit. in Gamer, “Authors in Effect”, cit.,, p. 840. For contemporary dramatic theories, see C.
Green, The Neo-Classic Theory of Tragedy in England During the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1934); 1. Simon (ed.), Neo-Classical Criticism 1660-1800 (London: Edward
Arnold, 1971); H. B. Nisbet and Claude Rawson (eds.), VVol. IV, The Eighteenth Century and Marshall Brown
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Patrick Pavis explains:

In the nineteenth century there were spectacle plays, in which a great array of visual
stage elements was deployed. Spectacle had a pejorative connotation, as opposed to the
deep, lasting nature of the text. Aristotle listed it in his Poetics as one of the six parts of
tragedy, only to diminish its importance with respect to action and content: ‘Spectacle,
though fascinating in itself, is of all the parts the least technical in the sense of being least
germane to the art of poetry.” (1450b) Theorists (e.g. Marmontel) long continued to

reproach it for its external, material nature, apt for amusement rather than entertainment.>0

Aristotle’s criticism was fully endorsed by eighteenth-century critics, who
maintained the importance of morality and didacticism as well as entertainment in
drama, according to the Horatian tenet of utile et dulce. It is no surprise then that
the growing presence on the English stage of text-free and generically-mixed
cultural products aimed at the audience’s sensual gratification met with stern
opposition throughout the century. Joseph Addison’s attack on Italian opera from
the pages of the Spectator offers an early example of the neoclassical
condemnation of spectacle, °1 and so do Alexander Pope’s biting couplets against
Lewis Theobald and John Rich, the first English Harlequin, in The Dunciad
(1728, published in four different versions up to 1743). Similarly, William
Hogarth satirised the attempt made by the supporters of spectacle to out-stage the
classics in the theatrical engraving “A Just View of the English Stage” (1724, Fig.
2), which portrays the Drury Lane patentees Colley Cibber, Barton Booth and
John Wilks as they rehearse a pantomime. Sheets from Shakespeare’s Hamlet are

hung over their privy, while Ben Jonson’s ghost pops up through a stage trap. 52

(ed.), Vol. V. Romanticism in Cambridge History of Literary Criticism. General editors H. B. Nisbet, and
Claude Rawson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

S0 Entry “Spectacle”, inPavis, Dictionary of the Theatre, cit., pp. 346-47. The last italics are mine.

513, Addison. Spectator, No. 5, Tuesday, March 6, 1711. Available from
http://www.hoasm.org/VI1A/Spectator3-6-11.html and Spectator, No. 18, Wednesday, March 21, 1711.
Available from http://www.hoasm.org/V11A/Spectator3-21-11.html.

52 The opposition between pantomime and the Shakespearian tradition is a trope in the eighteenth-century
discourse of anti-spectacularism. It was exploited by David Garrick in Harlequin’s Invasion (Drury Lane,
1759), Garrick’s nationalistic counter-pantomime which conflated the disparaged figure of Harlequin —here
speaking- with that of the French enemy. As summarised by one of the telling stage directions of the play,
Shakespeare succeeds in chasing harlequin away: “MERCURY: Now let immortal Shakespear rise / Ye sons
of Taste adore him. / As from the sun each vapour flies, Let folly sink before him. Trab [sic] bell: Shakespear
rises: Harlequin sinks” (Act IIT). D. Garrick, Harlequin’s Invasion, in The Plays by David Garrick, edited by
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2. William Hogarth, “A Just View of the English Stage” (engraving, 1724). Free domain art
available from http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/bf/Hogarth-rehearsal.jpg

Approaching the end of the century, the attack shifted to the new genre of
sensational drama, which allegedly provided merely low ‘bodily’ enjoyment,
instead of a higher form of aesthetic pleasure mediated through elevated emotions
and pathos. Sensational shows, and Gothic shows in particular, thus received
mostly negative critical attention. Not surprisingly, even the most successful

dramas of the 1790s, such as Lewis’s The Castle Spectre, did not provide an

William Pedicord and Frederick Louis Bergmann, vol. 1 Garrick’s Own Plays, 1740-1766 (Carbondale and
Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1980), p. 224
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exception to this critical rule, being dismissed as they were as “sensationalism
pandering to the lowest common denominator.”>3

At the turn of the century the critical divide between higher and lower
dramatic forms reached an extreme. The superiority of the written word over the
image, reasserted by Gotthold Ephraim Lessing in Laocodn (published in1766),54
was endorsed across Europe by Romantic theorists like Schlegel, Coleridge and
Wordsworth. The anti-mimetic prejudice shown by these critics supported the
symbolic force of the ideal and the imaginative over the self-referential,
unimaginative —and often vulgarly material— visual. Sensation, stimulation and
spectacle were condemned because they contributed to the dethroning of
judgement .The numerous and continual press attacks against spectacle, however,
testify not only to the critical disparagement of entertainment, positioned as it was
on the lower ranks of the artistic hierarchy, but also the success of the ever more
elaborate staged shows. The representation of the follies of the fashionable —the
core of eighteenth-century comedy- was no longer perceived as an instrument to
educate the audience, nor could the tragic calamities of the noble and the just arise
pity and terror in the breast of the spectators. As we read in an anonymous
contemporary review appeared on the St. James’s Chronicle,

[w]e wish it could be brought to the Recollection of the Managers and the Writers that

Dramatic Audiences are ignorant of real life; that they frequent Tragedies not merely to be

imposed upon, but to be agreeably instructed; and that in the Tragedies real life is hardly

ever represented. [...] The [Managers’] Fancies are perpetually bloated by fictitious
Monsters and extravagant Caricatures: Being enjoined probably to regard all Things in

Subservience to sudden Surprises and Strong Emotions. 55

This judgement echoes the bitter words of the critic writing for the Devil’s Pocket

Book, published in 1786, whose his critical agenda states:

53 James R. Allard, “Spectres, Spectators, Spectacles: Matthew Lewis’s The Castle Spectre”, Gothic Studies,
vol. 3 n. 3 (December 2001), p. 247).

54 Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Laocoon: An Essay On The Limits Of Painting And Poetry (1766). First
English translation (1853). Modern edition transl. by Edward Allen Mccormick (Baltimore,-London: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984).

53 The review is in C. H. Gray, Theatrical Criticism in London to 1795 (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1931), p. 264.
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To restore the stage to its primitive dignity shall be the unceasing endeavours of our
minds, and the grand object of our animadversions, to force its lordly despots to a state of
repentance and humiliation for the enormities of their management, to disrobe them of their
habitual insolence, [...] purify their minds by the force of irresistible and honest
admonition, and make them finally tremble at the bar of public justice, for the unlicensed

commission of vices and follies that have been to long permitted to sleep in oblivion [.. .].56

Victor Emeljanow has drawn attention to the consequences that the growth
and diversification of the late eighteenth-century public had on the dramatic
repertoire. The new cultural demands and the varied tastes of the “workforce who
continued to flood into London from the end of the eighteenth century”>’ may be
associated with the ever more frequent lamentations on the state of the English
stage and the prevailing debased and anti-literary taste. The strong emotional
quality of contemporary acting and the improved possibilities of stagecraft
(lighting, music, stage machinery, sound effects) further contributed to this novel
overlapping of morality and spectacle, instruction and “escapist entertainment,”>8
which undermined “the established foundations of British dramatic tradition by
making the emotional excitement of the audience a first consideration.”>9
Newspaper theatrical criticism reflected this epoch-making change, as a new
theory of popular judgment replaced enduring neo-classical dramatic tenets. As
the reviewer of a contemporary newspaper significantly observed, at present “we
judge of the play by its effect on the audience” (Oracle; or Bell’s New World,
1789).50 It is worth pointing out here that the etymology of the word effect has

56 Ibid, p. 302. A similar point of view is endorsed by music historian A. S. Garlington jr. as late as 1960:
“the English public was interested in the theatre only as a place of entertainment, not as a temple of moral and
spiritual edification. The native composers catered to this interest with many compositions that strike our
modern taste as utterly worthless, however greatly they may have been enjoyed in their own time” (A. S.
Garlington, jr. “ ‘Gothic’ Literature and Dramatic Music in England, 1781-1802”, Journal of the American
Musicological Society vol. 13, No. 1 (1960), p. 51)

STy, Emeljanow, “Introduction”, in chapter III, “Repertoire, Taste and Audiences”, Roy (ed.), Romantic and
Revolutionary Theatre, 1789-1860, cit., p. 110.

58 Franceschina, “Introduction”, Sisters of Gore, cit., p. 2.

9B, Sutcliffe, “Introduction”, in Plays by George Colman the Younger and Thomas Morton. Edited by B.
Sutcliffe (Cambridge: Cambridge Universiy Press, 1983), p. 10. My reading of the pleasures of Gothic drama
has been stimulated by Roland Barthes’s seminal The Pleasure of the Text (New York: Hill and Wang, 1975).
60 cit. in Gray, Theatrical Criticism in London to 1795, cit., p. 289. The italics are in the text. Since James
Boaden was one of the two proprietors of the daily newspaper Oracle [1789-1798 or later], this quotation is
particularly pertinent to my investigation. Although we cannot ascertain whether he is in fact the author of the
article, nonetheless we may assume that as a co-proprietor of the newspaper, he would share the critical and
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marked theatrical undertones, the Latin term effectus originally meaning
“accomplishment, performance,” As James Boaden’s criticism will prove, in the
end-of-the-century aesthetics effect and drama were more and more often
considered as one and the same.

The far-reaching changes hitherto outlined as far as aesthetic theory is
concerned may be applied to Gothic discourse. A good starting point may be to
consider the effect Gothic strove to reach. Many are the approaches; possibly, the
most helpful remains Ellen Moers’, who authoritatively observed that the desire
“to scare” became the “one definite auctorial intent” of the Gothic writer:

Not, that is, to reach down into the depths of the soul and purge it with pity and

terror (as we say tragedy does), but to get the body itself, its glands, muscles, epidermis,
and circulatory system, quickly arousing and quickly allaying the physiological reactions to

fear.61

| suggest that a passage excerpted from John Aikin’s Sir Bertrand; A Fragment
(1773) —one of the earliest examples of what | call Gothic stage appropriations-
may be used to illustrate Moers’s theory. Sir Bertrand; A Fragment is, | believe,
an excellent candidate to illustrate the late eighteenth-century Gothic aesthetics
and the transformations of late eighteenth-century writing. From the very start it is
evident that the poetics of the fragment challenges the concepts of diegetic

progress and didacticism typical of eighteenth-century aesthetics. These are

ideological stance of most of the reviews published therein. As explained by Boaden’s biographer, Temple
Maynard, the newspaper reported a variety of social, public and private news “as well as art news. In the
Oracle, under the pseudonym of Thespis, [Boaden] offered dramatic criticism and theatrical gossip” (T.
Maynard, “James Boaden”, Dictionary of Literary Biography, Paula Backscheider (ed.),Vol. 89 Restoration
and Eighteenth-Century Dramatists, Detroit: Gale Research, 1989, p. 27). For a poetics of effect in Boaden,
see below, Chapter III, “To Ears of Flesh and Blood”, pp. 226 et foll.

61 E. Moers, Literary Women, cit., p. 90. The sensory excess and complexity of Gothic drama recalls Ben
Singer’s theory of melodrama. Singer enumerates what he defines the “five key constitutive factors” of the
genre: pathos, overwrought emotion, moral polarization, nonclassical narrative structure and sensationalism
(Melodrama and Modernity. Early Sensational Cinema and Its Contexts, New York: Columbia University
Press, 2001, pp. 44-49). Singer interprets melodrama as a reaction to capitalism, yet | believe that the
historical grounding of his argument may be of use also for an analysis of Gothic drama in the 1790s:
“melodrama’s insistence on moral affirmation [must be seen] as a symptomatic response to a new condition
of moral ambiguity and individual vulnerability following the erosion of religious and patriarchal traditions
and the emergence of rampant cultural discontinuity, ideological flux, and competitive individualism within
capitalism modernity. Melodrama expressed the anxiety of moral disarray and then ameliorated it through
utopian moral clarity” (ibid., p. 46). In my opinion, this argument is compatible with David Punter’s theory of
the rise of the Gothic, which sees the genre as the response of the middle classes to the confused hierarchies
of contemporary society (Punter, The Literature of Terror, cit.).
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further undermined by the highly repetitive and dreamlike structure of the
episode, built in a marvellous and deliberately delayed crescendo of totally
unrealistic, sensational happenings.62

Approaching Sir Bertrand; A Fragment as a type of stage appropriation in
the novel, | see the influence of pantomime and harlequinades, their magical tricks
and fantastic personages. | contend that the complex generic hybridism of the
Gothic form is clearly recognisable in Sir Bertrand. Furthermore, the history of
the literary afterlives of this narrative fragment show how it influenced
contemporary dramatic production, thus providing an illustration of how the
Gothic novel possessed and was in its turn possessed by the stage.

In 1786 the fragment was adapted by Miles Peter Andrews as The
Enchanted Castle (Covent Garden), a pantomime also known under the title The

Castle of Wonders..

62 The relevance of dreams for the proto-romantic Gothicists is recorded by Horace Walpole’s The Castle of

Otranto, of whose oneiric genesis the author tells us, “I waked one morning in the beginning of last June from
a dream, of which all I could recover was, that | had thought myself in an ancient castle (a very natural dream
for a head filled like mine with Gothic story)...” (H. Walpole, Letter to William Cole, 9 March 1765, cited in

Walpole, ‘The Castle of Otranto’ and ‘The Mysterious Mother’, Cit., p. 259).
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3. Frontispiece. Peter Miles Andrews. The songs, recitatives, airs, duets, trios, and
choruses, introduced in the pantomime entertainment, of The enchanted castle, as
performed at the Theatre-Royal, Covent-Garden. (London, 1786) Eighteenth Century
Collections Online. Gale Group. http://galenet.galegroup.com/servlet/ECCO

In the Preface to the 1786 edition, Andrews defended his decision “to stray

from the beaten track.” He admits to have drawn elements from both Horace
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Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto and Sir Bertrand and asserts that in so doing he
has created new form, never before seen on stage]
The Novelty attempted to be dramatised Tonight, takes its Rise from the Writings of
Miss Aikin, and the Hon. Horace Walpole. The Castle of Otranto, and the Fragment of Sir
Bertrand, forms the Basis of an Endeavour to bring upon the Stage somewhat of the Effects

which may be produced by Midnight Horror, and Agency supernatural. What maybe the
Result of this experiment, To-night must determine, for hitherto the experiment has not

been made.63

Sir Bertrand may thus represent a good beginning to explore page-to-stage
appropriations, and to demonstrate my theory of the Gothic dramatic adaptation as
a re-activation of the theatrical ur-intertextuality inherent in the Gothic novel.64

Every (rational) action made by Sir Bertrand encodes the frustrations of
unfulfilled desire, and it is answered by a supernatural counteraction, which
serves to drive the knight’s eternal quest forward. The following graphic

representation aims to highlight the dramatic components of Aikin's prose.

63 M. p. Andrews, “Preface”. The songs, recitatives, airs, duets, trios, and chorusses, introduced in the
pantomime entertainment, of The enchanted castle, as performed at the Theatre-Royal, Covent-Garden. The
words by Miles Peter Andrews, Esq; and the music by Mr. Shields. London, 1786. Based on information from
English Short Title Catalogue. Eighteenth Century Collections Online. Gale Group.,
http://galenet.galegroup.com/servlet/ECCO , p. iv. See B. Evans, Gothic Drama from Walpole to Shelley
(University of California Publications in English vol. XVI1I1, Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 1947), pp. 67-68.

64 See “The Transforming Muses: Theorising Stage Appropriation”, in partic. pp. 14-27 of this thesis, and
Table 3c therein.
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Sir Bertrand; A Fragment

Semiotic analysis

The heavy door, creaking upon its hinges, reluctantly [
] yielded to his hand —he applied his shoulder to it and
forced it open — he quitted it, and stepped forward- the
door instantly shut with a thundering clap. [...] he
looked behind him, and beheld, across a hall, upon a
large staircase, a pale bluish flame which cast a dismal
gleam of light around. He again summoned forth his
courage and advanced toward it—. It retired. [...] A
dead cold hand met his left hand and firmly grasped it,
drawing him forcibly forwards —he endeavoured to
disengage himself, but could not— he made a furious
blow with his sword, and instantly a loud shriek
pierced his ears, and the dead hand was Ileft
powerless in his — He dropped it, and rushed forward
with desperate valour. [...] The vault, at length,
suddenly opened into a lofty gallery, in the midst of
which a figure appeared, completely armed, thrusting
forward the bloody stump of an arm, with a terrible
frown and menacing gesture, and brandishing a sword
in his hand. Sir Bertrand undauntedly sprang forwards;
and aiming a fierce blow at the figure, it instantly
vanished, letting fall a massy iron key. [...] Sir
Bertrand flew to the lady and clasped her in his arms —
she threw up her veil and kissed his lips; and instantly
the whole building shook with an earthquake, and

fell asunder with a horrible crash.6°
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As illustrated by the passage above, Sir Bertrand’s adventure is given enhanced
sensorial impact through the same special effects and theatrical claptraps
introduced on stage by the late eighteenth-century theatrical spectacles. In
particular, we may notice that sound effects (thundering clap; loud shriek;
horrible crash) convey atmosphere. In the passage, sound effects (clap of thunder)

are accompanied by lighting effects (the pale-coloured flickering flame). The

65 5. Aikin, Sir Bertrand, a Fragment. R. Norton (ed.), Gothic Readings, pp. 8-10. Both the italics and the
bold characters are mine. See the principle of “terrible pleasure” enunciated in Anna Laetitia Aikin, “On the
Pleasure Derived from Objects of Terror” (1773): “[it] is the pleasure constantly attached to the excitement of
surprise from new and wonderful objects. [...] the more wild, fanciful, and extraordinary are the
circumstances of a scene of horror, the more pleasure we receive from it [...]” (ibid, p. 283).
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dramaturgical and semiological functions performed by these effects counterpoint
and colour the action, while reinforcing its meaning. Effects also coordinate the
other dramatic systems by establishing signifying relationships between them.

Turning now to the architectural components of scenery, we notice that the
lofty medieval room in which Aikin's knight moves seems to be spatially
organised as a multi-layered interior. This perspective-like special configuration
seems to be suggested by the mention of a vault that “suddenly opened into a lofty
gallery”, as if manoeuvred through receding planes operating on grooves. At the
end of the narrative sequence (spectacular climax), the Medieval edifice is
suddenly shaken by a mighty quake, which sensationally topples it to the ground.
This kind of disaster was popular in Gothic melodramas and pantomime, as we
shall see in the following chapter.

As | will explain in detail in my discussion of The Monk, | suggest that
many of the effects | have drawn attention to were shared with the tradition of
technically sophisticated spectacular pantomimes and extravaganzas that were
establishing themselves as the on-the-rise theatrical fare by the year of the
composition of Sir Bertram. As well as being popular in Gothic melodramas,
these effects were regularly used by the Gothic stage appropriators. Matthew G.
Lewis, for one, exploited these effects with great success in both his novel and
melodramas. It must be noticed, however, that Lewis’s showy use of optical and
mechanical stage effects was not isolated. In effect the same shocks may be traced
in other novels of the same period, as revealed by a central episode in the first
volume of Ann Radcliffe’s The Romance of the Forest:

While [Adeline] looked on [the dying man], his features changed and seemed
convulsed in the agonies of death. The spectacle shocked her, and she started back, but he
suddenly stretched forth his hand, and seizing hers, grasped it with violence: she
struggled in terror to disengage herself, and again looking on his face, saw a man, who

appeared to be about thirty, with the same features, but in full health, and a most benign
countenance. He smiled tenderly upon her and moved his lips, as if to speak, when the
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floor of the chamber suddenly opened and he sunk from her view. The effort she made to
save herself from following awoke her.66

It is useful to contextualise such scenes of typical Gothic disappearance within the
framework of contemporary stage practice, especially as regards such machines as
the “cuts” and “traps” cut in the floor boarding of back- and front-stage, which
allowed elements of scenery or actors to rise or sink through.67 Arguably, as | will
explain in detail in my discussion of Lewis’s The Monk, the stagy otherworldly
apparitions and disappearances shared by Gothic novels and dramas gave
comparable material and conceptual representation to similar perceptions of the
(imaginative) world and responded in analogous ways to contemporary
widespread anxieties and desires.

On the pragmatic level, also of interest is the unprecedented fusion of
thrilling spectacle and instruction performed by the theatrical Gothic. The Gothic
aesthetics disrupted the communicative interaction between audience and
character, as the heroes were discovered to be no longer (nor necessarily) virtuous
and benevolent models. At the same time, the neoclassical tenet of verisimilitude
as adherence to real and probable incidents came to be infringed, as credibility
increasingly gave way to the marvellous, and often to the supernatural.

If we look at the entries from John Genest’s notes for the 1790s, the period
here under scrutiny, we regularly meet with judgements which testify to the
critic’s aversion to, as well as his (generic) bafflement at, confronting dramatic
forms which refused to conform to his aesthetic tenets. Amongst the most
recurring adjectives used by Genest we find “indifferent” and “poor”, in a
disparagement which terminates with “contemptible” and downright “vile”.

Authorial misjudgement (“[the work] does its author little credit”) is on occasion

66 Radcliffe, The Romance of the Forest, cit., p. 108. The emphases are mine.

67 The eighteenth-century stage system of cuts and traps is explained in detail in Booth, “Theatre and
Actors”, The Revels History of Drama in English, cit., pp. 69-79. The device of the so-called “Vamp trap” —
used for the first time in J.R. Planché’s melodrama The Vampire; or, the Bride of the Isles (English Opera
House, 1820)- is described in M. D. Purinton, “Theatricalized Bodies and Spirits. Techno-Gothic as
Performance in Romantic Drama”. Gothic Studies, Monographic Issue on “Reanimating Gothic Drama”.
Guest Editor J. Cox, Vol. 3, No. 2 (2003), pp. 134-55, partic. pp. 139-145. | discuss the mutual influence of
pantomime and the narrative forms of Gothic supernaturalism in Part 111 of this thesis.
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accompanied by the mention of the audience’s debased taste. This is the case with
The Surrender of Calais by George Colman the Younger (Haymarket, 30 July
1791), which was “acted 28 times; has met with much greater success than it
deserved; [being a] jumble of tragedy, comedy and opera, with a ridiculous
attempt at obsolete language”.

In the “Preface” to the comedy The Town Before You (1795), Hannah
Cowley expresses a condemnation of contemporary drama which recalls Genest’s.

Cowley announces her intention to withdraw “[f]rom a Stage, in such a state™:

O! Genius of polish’d age, descend — plant thy banners in our Theatres, and bid
ELEGANCE and FEELING take place of the droll and the laugh, which formerly were
found only in the Booths of Bartlemy Fair, and were divided between Flocton and Yates!
[...] Let Sadler’s Wells and the Circus empty themselves of their performers to furnish our
Stage; the expence to Managers will be less, and their business will be carried on better.
The UNDERSTANDING, DISCERNMENT, and EDUCATION, which distinguish our
modern actors, are useless to them; - strong muscles are in greater repute, and grimace has

more powerful attraction. 8

From these testimonies we may conclude that the change in the theatre audiences
which followed the economic boom of the end of the century contributed to
change profoundly the functions and forms of the theatre. While the anonymous
reviewer of Scots Magazine complained that “[t]he visitor of the Theatre now no
longer sees a rational entertainment, or receives lessons of morality, but is
doomed to sit all night long beholding what is hardly a suitable amusement for the
nursery” (June 1799), these sentiments were clearly not shared by all the
playwrights, in particular by those who had succeeded in lucratively adapting their
works to the changing tastes. Among these was George Colman the Younger, later
the Royal Examiner of Plays, who ironically acknowledged the popular love for

“pageantry and show” with a teasing provocation:

68 H. Cowley, The Town Before You (London, G. Woodfall for Longman, 1795). Emphases in the text.
During the same years Samuel Coleridge advocated “the redemption of the British stage [...] from horses,
dogs, elephants, and the like zoological rarities,” and speculated why Charles Maturin had chosen to bring on
stage “a number of mute dramatis personae [who] move[d] in and out continually,” noting that “for [their]
presence, there is always at least this reason, that they afford something to be seen, by that very large part of a
Drury Lane audience who have a small chance of hearing a word” (Coleridge, Biographia Literaria Nigel
Leask (ed.) London: Everyman, 1997,, pp. 352-53). The italics are in the text.
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Let your Shakespeare and Jonsons go hang, go hang!
Let your Otways and Drydens go drown!

Give us but Elephants, and white Bulls enough,

And we’ll take in all the all the town.

Brave boys!69

The mixed association of sensationalism and legitimate drama typical of the
late eighteenth-century stage, and of Gothic, is aptly summed up by Jeffrey Cox:
The Gothic drama, trailing its debts to the novel, to other literary forms, and

to the developing tactics of stage sensationalism, was seen as an impure generic
hybrid, a kind of monstrous form oddly appropriate to the chamber of horrors it

displayed on stage.”0

Here Cox’s words inadvertently echo the linguistic discomfort displayed by a
theatre historian as late as 1946. The monstrosity of Gothic was constructed, and
accepted, by many critics. For instance in his discussion of late eighteenth-century
melodramas, Jeremy F. Bagster-Collins complains: “[George] Colman [the
Younger] undoubtedly had no idea of the tremendous power of the monster which
he and other Frankensteins, such as Reynolds, Dibdin, Boaden, and later Holcroft,
Morton, Moncrieff and others, were helping to create by their apparently innocent
contributions to an illegitimate drama which was neither tragedy, comedy, farce,
nor opera, but a jumble of all four”’1 The ideological and even linguistic

influence of Genest’s early attacks remains still evident a century and a half later.

69 Both the excerpts form Scots Magazine and the lines from Colman’s pantomime Sylvester Daggerwood;
or, New Hay at the Old Market (opening night, Haymarket Theatre, 9 June 1799) are taken from Roy (ed.)
Romantic and Revolutionary Theatre, 1789-1860, cit., respectively Document no. 81, “Spectacle and the
distortion of the stage’s function, 17997, p. 114 and Document no. 80, “The enlarged patent theatres and their
effects on tastes and perception, 17957, p. 113, both from chapter “Repertoire, taste, and audience”. As |
show in the table of Boaden's infra-theatricality and inter-theatricality (see below, pp. 119-134), Sylvester
Daggerwood played at the Haymarket along with several Gothic plays, as it did for instance on September 6
and 9, 1797 when it followed Boaden’s The Italian Monk, with Children in the Wood and Peeping Tom
playing as afterpieces.

70 3. Cox, “English Gothic Theatre”, in The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction, J. Hogle (ed.),
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 128. The italics are mine. For a discussion of the French
Revolution as a monster, see R. Paulson, “Gothic Fiction and the French Revolution”, English Literary
History 48 (1981), pp. 532-54.

n Jeremy F. Bagster-Collins, George Colman the Younger, 1762-1836, Morningside Heights, NY: King’s
Crown Press, 1946, p. 59.
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A well-known contemporary cartoon, significantly entitled “The Monster
Melodrama” (issued in The Satirist, 1817), visually represents the testing of the
boundaries between “illegitimate” and “legitimate” theatre enacted by spectacle.
Melodrama is represented as a many-headed tailed monster that suckles a motley
array of actors, characters and playwrights such as Thomas Dibdin, Mother
Goose, Joseph Grimaldi, and Carlo the Dog, as it ruthlessly trudges on two scrolls
inscribed with “Shakespear’s works [sic]” and “Regular drama”.’2 It is worth
noting that —perhaps on purpose- this print appropriates and rewrites the
traditional Gothic trope of the scroll bearing inscribed treasured remnants of the
past —signs of familial heritage and history frequently retrieved by the Gothic
characters. In my opinion, visually inscribing the name of Shakespeare on one of
the manuscripts is particularly significant. | suggest that the cartoon positions the
Bard as one of the textual ghosts of Gothic drama— a haunting or alternatively, a
displaced, presence on the contemporary stage. In so doing, | suggest, this echo
casts the cartoon into the context of the Romantic Shakespearian hauntology to
which the work of both Radcliffe and Boadens as well as other Gothic stage
appropriators bear testimony.”3

The role of the Shakespearean tradition in the spectacular representation of
on-stage supernatural was clearly advocated by Shakespearean connoisseur James
Boaden in the “Epilogue” to Fontainville Forest. As we shall see in detail in
Chapter Three, Fontainville Forest showcased Boaden’s spectacular appropriation
of Shakespearean supernaturalism, achieved by way of Ann Radcliffe.

Think you, our friends, one modern ghost will see,

Unless, indeed, of Hamlet’s pedigree:
Know you not, Shakespeare’s petrifying pow’r

72 The print is discussed in several recent studies of late Georgian popular theatre. See, amongst these, Cox
and Gamer, “Introduction”, The Broadview Anthology of Romantic Drama, cit., pp. x-xi, and the analytical
comment therein. The cartoon should be contextualised within the eighteenth-century graphic tradition of
attacks against physical entertainments of which “A Just View of the English Stage” by William Hogarth
(1724, Figure 2) is one of the earliest, as well as most accomplished, examples.

73 For the concept of hauntology see Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: the State of the Debt, the Work of
Mourning, and the New International. Translated by Peggy Kamuf; with an introduction by Bernd Magnus
and Stephen Cullenberg (New York-London: Routledge, 1994).
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Commands alone the horror-giving hour?74

I shall take up again Gothic stage appropriations of the supernatural. What | wish
to contend here is that “The Monster Melodrama” cartoon articulates the
dangerous connection between generic monstrosity and the late eighteenth- and
early nineteenth-century stage. In The Satirist’s vision of melodrama, the
language and iconography of monstrosity interconnect with the themes, forms and
models of the Gothic at more than one signifying level, transforming a conceptual
matter into a category of theatrical performance.

Finally, if we turn to the status of dramatic authorship, we may discover one
final facet of the Gothic spectacular monstrosity. Among the most-often quoted
contemporary attacks on the late eighteenth-century love of spectacle, we find
those mounted by Richard Cumberland, a distinguished playwright author of such
sentimental comedies as The West Indian (Drury Lane, 1771) and problem plays
like The Jew (Drury Lane, 1794), whose well-established dramatic output was

being slowly up-staged by the innovative spectacular extravaganzas.

Since the stages of Drury Lane and Covent Garden have been so enlarged in their
dimensions as to be henceforward theatres for spectators rather than playhouses for
hearers, it is hardly to be wondered at if their managers and directors encourage those
representations, to which their structure is best adapted. The splendour of the scenes, the
ingenuity of the machinist and the rich display of dresses, aided by the captivating charms
of music, now in a great degree supersede the labours of the poet. There can be nothing very
gratifying in watching the movements of an actor’s lips, when we cannot hear the words
that proceed from them: but when the animating march strikes up, and the stage lays open
its recesses to the depth of a hundred feet for the procession to advance, even the most
distant spectator can enjoy his shilling’s-worth of show. [...] On the stage of Old Drury in
the days of Garrick the moving brow and penetrating eye of that matchless actor came home
to the spectator. As the passions shifted, and were by turns reflected from the mirror of his
expressive countenance, nothing was lost; upon the scale of modern Drury many of the
finest touches of his act would of necessity fall short. The distant audience might chance to
catch the text, but would not see the comment, that was wont so exquisitely to elucidate the

poet’s meaning, and impress it on the hearer’s heart. ’>

74y, Boaden, “Epilogue to ‘Fontainville Forest’ By the Author of the Play”. Fontainville Forest, in The Plays
of James Boaden, cit. p. 69.

75 R. Cumberland, Memoirs of Richard Cumberland. Written by Himself. Containing an Account of His Life
and Writings, Interspersed with Anecdotes and Characters of Several of the Most Distinguished Persons of
the Tim., with whom he has had Intercourse and Connection, 2 vols. (London, 1807), vol. I1, p. 384 et foll.
[modern reprint The Memoirs of Richard Cumberland. Two Volumes in One. Edited by Richard Dircks. New
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Cumberland’s argument, that “[t]he splendour of the scenes, the ingenuity of the
machinist and the rich display of dresses, aided by the captivating charms of
music, now in a great degree supersede the labours of the poet,” touches on
another aspect of the destabilization of dramatic tradition operated by the Gothic
theatre. This new dynamic miscellany of literary and extra-literary languages (the
narrative, the visual, and the aural) radically challenged the concept of dramatic
authorship. The collective nature of production was now brought to the fore, as
suggested by Matthew G. Lewis “Advertisement” to Timour the Tartar (Covent
Garden, 1811).

This trifle was written merely to oblige Mr. Harris, who prest me very earnestly to
give him a Spectacle, in which Horses might be introduced; [...] For [the applause] which it
obtained in London, it was clearly indebted to the magnificence of the Scenery and Dresses,
to the exertions of the Performers, and above all to the favour with which the Horses were

received by the Public.”6

This “fundamental tension between play-text and play-performance™?? freed
the work of art from its textual constraints, and rendered the nature of the Gothic
performative event ephemeral and impermanent —on one hand increasing critical
disregard, and on the other, most importantly, “destabiliz[ing] notions of
authorship and originality in the Romantic period”.’8

The Gothic was thus monstrous at various interconnected levels: form,
themes, and authorial functions. The (textual) spectres it conjured were many
indeed, all of them disruptive of contemporary aesthetic and literary theories. Yet

in the history of the Gothic the one spectre that remained long invisible —a spectre

York: AMS Press, 2002. Mine the italics. The terms of Cumberland’s critique clearly foreshadows Romantic
antispectacularism, as expressed for instance by Leigh Hunt’s satirical review of the acting capabilities
displayed by the horses in the 1811 revival of Blue-Beard, for which see “Appendix: Contemporary Reviews
and Comments”, Cox and Gamer (eds.), The Broadview Anthology of Romantic Drama, cit., pp. 338-340.

76 Cox and Gamer, The Broadview Anthology of Romantic Drama, cit., p. 98.

7 This phenomenon was caused also by the 1752 Entertainment Act, a law requiring — amongst other things
— the licensing of all entertainment within 20 miles of London. The quote is taken from Gamer, “Authors in
effect: Lewis, Scott, and the Gothic Drama”, cit., p. 840. In this suggestive essay, Gamer asks us to rethink
the word “spectre” that marks the title of Lewis’s play by examining the pun Wordsworth made on it,
“[Wordsworth’s] point being that he sees nothing in the text of Lewis’s play to account for its success. [...]
the sources of the play success are its stage workers — the actors, carpenters, painters, costumers, and
musicians paid to produce the play for performance” (ibid., p. 835).

78 Ibid., p. 833.
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In its right- was the stage; and it is now to the forms of Gothic drama and the
spectrality of drama in Gothic that we turn our investigation.
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3.2 Germany, the Elizabethans and the Spectres of Appropriation

In the latter part of the twentieth-century the division between the ‘literary’
and the ‘theatrical’ approach to the study of drama has dominated by and large
Romantic dramatic scholarship. Such scholars as Jeffrey Cox, Paul Ranger,
Catherine Burroughs, and Marjean D. Purinton are among those who support a
performance-based approach that focuses on the practicalities of staging,
Catherine Burroughs for one enjoins:

those of us who study women playwrights around 1800 need to consider how the
scholarship on these writers by literary critics in Romantic studies has affected — and will
continue to affect — the presentation and reception of this material. Why, for instance, does
the ‘literary’ over the ‘theatrical’ content of Romantic playwrights dramaturgy continue to

be emphasized in scholarship to the point where — for instance — closet drama by women
gets more attention than the actual performances of women’s plays on London and

provincial stages?”9

The opposite opinion is maintained by Thomas Crochunis, who suggests that,

in our hurry to recover theatrical performances, we ignore textual forms of dramatic
discourse, directing our attention away from the page toward the theatre of a play’s original
era. However, the text of a Gothic drama, especially from an age in which plays were
increasingly published either before or after performance, exhibits its own revealing

rhetoric and sequences of gestures80.

Scholarship from at least the 1990s onwards seems to have paid more and
more attention to the theatrical dimension of Romantic dramaturgy (or the alleged
lack thereof), However, in the eighteenth century it was the issue of the originality
of Gothic that in fact remained a much debated question, particularly for those
critics that espoused the Romantic aesthetic theories. These, commencing as early
as 1759 with Edward Young’s pre-Romantic Conjectures upon Original
Composition, prized creative genius over imitation and close adherence to the

classical rules. The Gothic novels were considered well-oiled formula fictions,

M. Burroughs, “Teaching the Theory and Practice of Women’s Dramaturgy”, cit., p. 4. Accessed on
September 19, 2003).

80 1. Crochunis, “Writing Gothic Theatrical Spaces,” Gothic Studies. Monographic Issue on “Reanimating
Gothic Drama”, Guest Editor Jeffrey Cox. Vol. 3, No. 2 (2003), p. 156.
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composed according to a well-defined, and easily reproducible, narrative
“recipe”8l which recycled stock situations, themes and forms.

The Gothic plays were repeatedly attacked for similar reasons. Coleridge for
instance dismissed the most popular Gothic success of the 1790s, Lewis’s The
Castle Spectre, by pointing out the derivative nature of the play. As he declared in
a famous letter to Wordsworth, “[t]he merit of the Castle Spectre consists wholly
in it’s situations. These are all borrowed, and all absolutely pantomimical. [...]
The whole plot, machinery, & incident are borrowed [...].”82 The outcry against
The Castle Spectre’s lack of originality was similarly taken up by the reviews of
the play, notably those published in 1798 in Critical Review and Analytical
Review.83

In the context of an enquiry into the Gothic appropriations, the derivative
nature of the genre must be associated with contemporary authorial hierarchies.
The contemporary debate about intellectual property was seen as profoundly
linked with the usurpation of material property at the heart of many Gothic plots.
Lauren Fitzgerald, for instance, has pointed out Matthew Lewis’s plagiarism of
Ann Radcliffe’s work as follows:

Lewis is a villain who attempts to appropriate illegitimately the property of a Gothic
heroine. [...] he has plundered Radcliffe’s property, engaging in a violence similar to that

which Osmond threatens Angela [sic] when she rejects his attempts to woo her and to
legitimise his relationship to the castle; Lewis might not have attempted to ‘obtain’

Radcliffe herself by ‘force’, but he has succeeded in plundering her page.84

81 See the well-known satire “Terrorist Novel Writing” (1798): “Take: an old castle, half of it ruinous, A long
gallery, with a great many doors, some secret ones. Three murdered bodies, quite fresh, as many skeletons, in
chests and presses, An old woman hanging by the neck; with her throat cut, Assassins, and desperados, ‘quant
suff.” Noises, whispers and groans, threescore at least.” Reprinted in Clery and Miles (eds.), Gothic
Documents, cit., pp. 183-84.

823, Coleridge, The Collected Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Edited by Earl Leslie Griggs. 6 vols
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956-71), Vol. I, p. 379. Coleridge’s quotation comes from Allard, “Spectre,
Spectators, and Spectacle”, cit., p. 249.

83 Critical Review, ns 22 (1798), pp. 76-78, and Analytical Review, 23 (1798), pp. 179-91.

84 As Fitzgerald has contended elsewhere, Radcliffe’s novels detail the struggle of the heroine with the
villain over family inheritance — be this title or property — in a gendered battle that is taken up over and over
by the critics of the Gothic and curiously transformed into (or rather translated as) a real textual battleground.
According to Fitzgerald, “reading the criticism of their novels [...] also suggests that the Gothic, in fact,
explains the criticism as much as the criticism explains the Gothic [...]. A tale [that] begins the moment that
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In this aesthetic climate the explicit, at times blatant, intertextuality of
Gothic —with the appropriation, recycling, and transformation of themes and
forms it performed- was looked upon with suspicion, if not downright
condemnation. Two were the main points of attack as far as the stage was
concerned. On the diachronic level, Gothic drama heavily borrowed from —and
apparently corrupted— the works of both the Elizabethan and the Jacobean
playwrights. On the synchronic level, Gothic dramas recycled the literary motifs,
narrative configurations and actantial structures popularised by contemporary
German plays.

As early as 1921 Clara MclIntyre provocatively wondered “Were the ‘Gothic
Novels” Gothic?” In her essay Mclntyre notes that “the rise of the Gothic novel
coincides roughly with a distinct revival of interest in Elizabethan drama”, which
includes contemporary editions of several so-called minor Elizabethan dramatists
(Middleton, Massinger and Webster amongst the others) as well as Shakespeare.
Mclintyre makes a list of motifs common to the two forms: death by poison, the
theme of revenge, the presence of a villain, the use of the supernatural. She
concludes:

one is justified in recognizing the Elizabethan influence upon Mrs. Radcliffe in her
decidedly Romantic structure; in her general choice of theme, especially her attitude toward

death and toward the supernatural; in many situations that distinctly recall situations in the
plays of Shakespeare and his contemporaries; and, perhaps more strikingly of all, in the one

distinctive type of character which she developed —that of the ‘villain-hero.’8>

G. Wilson Knight continued this trend of strong condemnation of the Gothic
drama by supporting a negative —if not at times openly dismissive— view of the

Gothic themes and forms, regarded as merely imitative. In accordance with

that Lewis decided to write The Monk and in it, Radcliffe becomes the heroine to a villain who is
remembered, not coincidentally, as “Monk” Lewis almost as often as he is referred to as Matthew Gregory”
(L. Fitzgerald, “The Gothic Villain and the Vilification of the Plagiarist,” Gothic Studies. Monographic issue
on “Gothic Ex/changes”. Guest Editors Terry Philips and Sue Zlosnik. Vol. 7, No. 1 (2005), p. 11). The
derivative nature of Lewis’s Gothic is discussed, among the others, by David Punter (The Literature of
Terror, cit.) and Kari J. Winter (“Sexual/Textual Politics of Terror: Writing and Rewriting the Gothic Genre
in the 1790s”, in K. A. Ackley (ed.), Misogyny in Literature. An Essay Collection, New York-London:
Garland, 1992, pp. 89-104).

85, Mclntyre, “Were the ‘Gothic Novels’ Gothic?”, Publications of the Modern Language Association of
America, Vol. 36 (1921), p. 646 and p. 665.

85



previous critiques (amongst which Coleridge’s), the plays examined by Wilson
Knight are hardly ever considered as original contributions in themselves. Rather,
they are discussed as derivative in what is perceived to be their relation to their
Elizabethan and Jacobean models.86 So certain is the critic of the influence borne
by the narrative upon the dramatic Gothic as to evoke Greek precedents: “Only
the narrative-prone Homeric epic in its influence upon subsequent Greek drama
can better illustrate a similar cause-and-effect between differing yet related
genres.”87

More recently, Paula Backscheider elaborated on Wilson Knight’s
hypothesis, by noting that “critics beginning with Samuel Johnson88 have located
similar strategies, characters, and themes in the plays of John Dryden, Thomas
Otway, and their contemporaries.”8 This cultural fascination worked according to
a binary intertextual circuit. English domestic dramatists influenced mid-century
German playwrights. Simultaneously, German sentimental drama became popular
in England through the translations and adaptations of the works of August von
Kotzebue.90

Backscheider’s consideration leads us on to the second cultural influence
behind Gothic drama. Twentieth-century commentators are interested in pointing
out the debt Gothic drama owes to its English dramatic forebears. Romantic
critics, conversely, attacked Gothic drama for ideological and political reasons by
highlighting its similarities with the German Sturm und Drang drama. According
to a widespread reactionary assumption, the so-called jacobinical drama imported

from Germany —“culturally invasive [and] morally corrupting” in Michael

86 wilson Knight, "The Gothic Play" in Thomas M. Harwell (ed.) The English Gothic Novel: A Miscellany in
Four Volumes. Volume 4: Collateral Gothic 2. Salzburg: Institut fir Anglistik und Americanistik Universitat
Salzburg, 1986p. 2.

87 Ipid.
88 Here Backscheider refers to Johnson’s Lives of the Poets, 1779-1781.
89 Spectacular Politics, cit., p. 154.

0, Fietz, “On the Origins of the English Melodrama in the Tradition of Bourgeois Tragedy and
Sentimental Drama: Lillo, Schrdder, Kotzebue, Sheridan, Thompson, Jerrold”, in Michael Hays and
Anastasia Nikolopoulou (eds), Melodrama. The Critical Emergence of a Genre (Basingstoke: Macmillan,
1999).
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Gamer’s words91- would provide the English Gothicists with encouragement to
subvert church and state as well as class and gender relations. This disruption,
intensified by the social upheaval and mutiny circulating across Europe, might
eventually jeopardise England’s own democracy and social structure.

The Sturm und Drang dramas that brought to England the “pernicious
barbarism and Kotzebuisms in morals and tastes” recalled by Coleridge in
Biographia Literaria circulated mostly in translation.92 As we have mentioned
before, Matthew Lewis was himself was the author of several translations from
the German. He translated some Sturm und Drang plays, amongst which
Schiller’s famous Der Geisterseher (The Ghostseer, 1788) as well as a number of
Schauerromane. Both of these genres were later drawn upon in The Monk.93

During the 1790s and the early 1800s, the Gothic theatre of high
sensationalism was thus particularly attacked by those critics who linked it with
the uncontrolled political innovation arriving from across the Channel.
Predominantly, this group included the social commentators involved in the
campaign begun in 1797 by the conservative The Anti-Jacobin; Or, Weekly
Examiner along with the reviewers employed by the Monthly Mirror and the
Dramatic Censor.94 Many contemporary commentators also saw an affinity
between theatrical and revolutionary events. One amongst many, in Reflections on
the Revolution in France (1790) Edmund Burke famously underlined the quick
succession of laughter and tears that accompanied the revolutionary incidents in

France. In Burke’s vision history itself was constructed along the lines of stage

91 Gamer, Romanticism and the Gothic, cit, p. 102.

92 The Sturm und Drang movement took its name from the homonymous play by Friedrich Maximilian
Klinger (1770). It came to be identified initially with Goethe’s Goetz von Berlichingen (1773), and later, after
Johann Christoph Friederich Schiller’s drama Die Rauber (1781), with the tradition of the R4uberromane.
Eleven of August von Kotzebue’s plays were translated into English by Benjamin Thompson and published
in the six volumes of The German Theatre (1797-1801). Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, cit., pp. 332-33.
See also ibid., p. 335.

93 D. 1. Macdonald. Monk Lewis. A Critical Biography. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000, p. 105.
94 Whilst the Monthly Mirror campaigned for the reform of the office of the Licenser of Plays, the Dramatic
Censor “directed its first issues at German drama”, whose productions and adaptations were seen as the
means through which the “northern invaders” corrupted native national(istic) English taste by chasing
Shakespeare and the other national dramatists away from their autochthonous stage. See Gamer, Romanticism
and the Gothic, cit., p. 128-29.
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appropriation. The tragicomic hotchpotch of the French Revolution reminded him
of the jumble of scenes and sensations that characterized the contemporary
English stage:
All circumstances taken together, the French revolution is the most astonishing that
has hitherto happened in the world. [...] Every thing seems out of nature in this strange
chaos of levity and ferocity, and of all sorts of crimes jumbled together with all sorts of

follies. In viewing this monstrous tragic-comic scene, the most opposite passions
necessarily succeed, and sometimes mix with each other in the mind; alternate contempt

and indignation; alternate laughter and tears; alternate scorn and horror.9°

German models were also attacked on moral grounds, as stated famously by
Samuel Coleridge: “the whole secret of the modern jacobinical drama (which, and
not the German, is its appropriate designation,) and of its all popularity, consists
in the confusion and subversion of the natural order of things in their causes and
effects.”96 “Jacobinical drama” challenged the educational value of theatre.
Coleridge denounced the corrupting influence of creating morally ambiguous
characters whose predicaments attracted the readers’ and the spectators’
sympathies. Moral intelligibility itself was destabilised by the presence of these
mixed, yet “desirable97 characters, which were common to both plays and
novels. The moral dilemmas of these villains —devised to attract the audience’s
sympathy-— rendered Gothic drama morally suspect, thus giving rise to accusations
of corruption, disruption and immodesty amongst the spectators.

This Gothic hauntology brought along other spectres, which overstepped the

limits of the page to affect the status quo at large. The illegitimacy of the various

95 E. Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France. Edited with and Introduction and Notes by L. G.
Mitchell (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 10. Burke further discusses the French Revolution with
reference to Aristotelian poetics: “we are so made as to be affected at such spectacles with melancholy
sentiments upon the unstable conditions of mortal prosperity, and the tremendous uncertainty of human
greatness; because in those natural feelings we learn great lessons; because in events like these our passions
instruct our reason [...]. We are alarmed into reflexion; our minds (as it has long been observed) are purified
by terror and pity; our weak, unthinking pride is humbled under the dispensation of a mysterious wisdom. —
Some tears might be drawn from me, if such a spectacle were exhibited on the stage” (ibid., pp. 80-81). There
follows a discussion of contemporary politics in dramatic terms (pp. 81-82).

96 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, cit., p. 342.

97 Cox, “Introduction. Reanimating Gothic Drama”, Gothic Studies, Monographic Issue on “Reanimating
Gothic Drama”. Guest Editor Jeffrey Cox. Gothic Studies, Vol. 3, No. 2 (2003), p. 109. See Coleridge, “A
Critique of Bertram”, in Biographia Dramatica, cit.
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artistic forms in which the Gothic found expression on page and stage alike
threatened to be accompanied by even more dangerous manifestations of social
and moral illegitimacy as the audiences were faced by a moral vision which
challenged positive empathic identification. As conceived in the reflections on
Terror expressed by Anna Laetitia Aikin (later Barbauld), the so-called “old
Gothic romance” sought no moral justification for the recreational pleasure it
elicited in the audience. The sublime was severed from the moral, with important
implications for the future development of the Gothic villain-hero.

The painful sensation immediately arising from such a scene of misery, is so much
softened and alleviated by the reflex sense of self-approbation on attending virtuous
sympathy, that we find, on the whole, a very exquisite and refined pleasure remaining,
which makes us desirous of again being witnesses to such scenes, instead of flying with
them with disgust and horror. [...] But the apparent delight with which we dwell upon

objects of pure terror, where our moral feelings are not in the least concerned, and no
passion seems to be excited by the depressing one of fear, is a paradox of the heart, much

more difficult of solution.98

In undermining patent drama, ‘illegitimate’ dramatic forms thus became the
cultural metaphors of the plebeian, disorderly and ultimately pernicious socio-
political revolt, which was overturning legality and sovereign government across

Europe.

3.3 The Several Masks of Dramatic Ideology.

A final explanation of the long-standing critical, editorial and academic
inattention to the Gothic theatre may be imputable to the widespread neglect of
nineteenth-century drama which persisted for a long time in literature courses and
academic publishing alike. Cox conclusively explains that the student of the
period is barred from gaining an accurate perception both of the dramatic output
of the age by what he calls a “dramatic ideology”. With this term Cox refers to an

a-historical construction meant to mirror Jerome McGann’s idea of “romantic

9B AL Aikin, “On the Pleasure Derived from Objects of Terror”, cit., p. 281. Mine the italics.
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ideology”.99 In Cox’s view, dramatic ideology has two tenets: “a small number of
great figures are seen as speaking to one another across the ages [...]. The rest of
dramatic history is largely condemned to silence.”100 Further, Cox takes up the
issue of originality by pointing out that according to his critical framework,
“canonized plays are presented as having more in common with their great
precursors and descendents than with the dramatic and theatrical cultures within
which they were created.”101

Recently, Jacky Bratton has proposed a cogent reading of late eighteenth-
century and early nineteenth-century theatre history, which she perceives as the
result of the “hegemonic negotiation taking place at many levels in British
culture” in the early 1830s. 102 In Bratton’s influential version of ‘dramatic
ideology’ —which she labels the theory of ‘the Decline of the Drama’— during
those years the Select Committee Appointed to Inquire into the Laws Affecting
Dramatic Literature (1832) chaired by Edward Bulwer Lytton was entrusted with
the strongly ideological task of evaluating and reforming the patent system still
operating in London. The Committee ultimately supported “the multiplication of
intimate small stages™103 and defended the idea of a ‘dramatist’s theatre’ based on
the Shakespearean tradition. As explicated by the contemporary commentator,
John Payne Collier, this policy had the aim to encourage the public to “visit those
theatres where they would hear the best plays acted in the best way [...] in smaller
theatres than those that are now erected.”104

Bratton’s argument that the theatre of ‘textual purity’ enforced by the

Committee “where popular entertainment was the enemy of the verbal perfection

99.1. McGann, The Romantic Ideology: A Critical Investigation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1983).

100 Cox, “Introduction”, Seven Gothic Dramas, cit., p. 3.

101 g,

102 5. Bratton, New Readings in Theatre History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 10.
103 1pid, p. 88.

104 gee the papers on the Select Committee and its Report, in Documents nos. 9 “The Select Committee
examines some of the monopoly issues, 18327, chapter “Theatre, the Law and Management Practice”, in Roy
(ed.), Romantic and Revolutionary Theatre, 1789-1860, cit., p. 14. Charles Macready’s comments are also of
interest as regards theatrical morphology and acting (ibid., pp. 15-16).
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of the text”105 is of obvious relevance for a re-appraisal of the Gothic stage, which
often developed beyond the topographical as much as generic boundaries of the
two metropolitan monopolists.
The Committee was particularly pertinacious in trying to get professionals to
condemn the large size of the patent theatres, and to endorse their own reading of its
significance —that large theatres encouraged spectacular melodrama, rant and poor acting,

and vitiated public taste, and that if the minor theatres were permitted to stage good plays,
then cheaper prices, intimate dramas and less expense in smaller spaces would revive the

popularity of theatre-going and enable the stage to contribute to public education.106

There follows that the history of the English theatre that was written by the
gentlemen historians of the Select Committee is subjective and prejudiced, viewed
through the monocle of legitimate theatre.

Bratton’s theory has important consequences for my enquiry into stage
appropriations. The historiographical construction she delineates in the above
passage has had, in my opinion, significant influences on the perception of
Gothic. The relevance and the range of the heterogeneous materials which
composed it appear to have been understated and misconstrued, with the result of
obscuring the rich dramatic scene which constituted Gothic drama. For instance,
Revd. John Genest, a retired Church of England curate, wrote Some Account of
the English Stage from the Restoration in 1660 to 1830 (1832), a mastodontic
oeuvre in ten volumes that, however, charts predominantly the licensed
productions, with the consequence of sidelining many of the popular non-textual
works, which in fact proliferated in the minor theatres where both Gothic and
Gothic-influenced shows thrived. For many years surveys like Genest’s Account
or James Boaden’s Memoirs of the Life of John Philip Kemble, Esq. Including a
History of the Stage, from the Time of Garrick to the Present Period (1825)

remained the standard sources of theatre and thespian history for a period that

105 Bratton, New Readings in Theatre History, cit,. p. 88. See the Document no. 10, “Report of the Select
Committee, 18327, chapter “Theatre, the Law and Management Practice” in Roy (ed.), Romantic and
Revolutionary Theatre, 1789-1860, cit.: “In examining the state of the Laws affecting the interests and
exhibition of the Drama, Your Committee find that a considerable decline, both in the Literature of the Stage,
and the Taste of the Public for Theatrical Performances, is generally conceded” (p. 16).

106 Bratton, New Readings in Theatre History, cit, p. 89.
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stretched over many decades, including the 1790s. It is thus possible to assume
that the critical attitude of these two literary figures contributed in shaping how
the stage of the era was perceived by the later generations.

A further explanation of the dramatic ideology that contributed for a long
time to the critical dismissal of the Gothic drama and to the marginalisation of
Gothic stage-page intertextuality must be sought in the modest artistic status of
many of the professionals involved in its making. Like several other phases of
dramatic history, the Gothic drama does not seem, at first glance, to count great
figures amongst its practitioners. As | have explained, their works were often
linked with unpatented and often non-textual forms of entertainment. As claimed
by Jane Moody,

Romantic tragedy has remained the unquestioned cultural apex of late Georgian
drama, and the closet the definitive location of authentic Romantic performance. Theatres,

by contrast, are briskly dismissed as places of noise, dirt, spectacle and unbridled sexual
commerce, where Shakespeare was being mangled into opera, and ignorant audiences

preferred performing dogs to the pleasures of Sheridan and John Gay.107

As Moody’s argument implies, a problem in the long-established critical dismissal
of the Gothic drama is caused by the split between “high” and “low” cultural
forms, which tends to edge out of their ranks many popular authors. The presence
of numerous late nineteenth-century masterworks helped to enforce a teleological
view of the whole century, which many considered only as an introduction to late
Victorian and realistic drama: “[d]rama between Sheridan and Shaw is thus seen
as a dismembered corpse, its poetic head in one place and its theatrical body
residing in appropriately corrupted state elsewhere.”108

Partial and ideological as it may appear to the less-prejudiced eyes of the

present-day scholar, it was in fact the social and historiographical

107 3. Moody, llegitimate Theatre in London, cit., pp. 2-3.

108 Cox and Gamer, “Introduction”, in Cox and Gamer (eds.), The Broadview Anthology of Romantic
Drama, cit., p. x. On this, see also J. Bratton: “[p]re- and early twentieth-century accounts of melodrama and
of the theatre which spawned it are obvious part of the Modernist project, the moment when the 1830s
attempt to take possession of the stage for a particular class fraction came to fruition, with the important plays
of Ibsen and all that stood for” (New Readings in Theatre History, cit., p. 12).
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(re)constructions of the English legitimate stage in the early part of the century
handed down by such historians of English drama as James Boaden and John
Genest that became canonical. | suggest that the fact that unpatented drama
remained uncharted for a very long time has effectively limited the examination of
the cultural and aesthetic process which I call ‘stage appropriation.” When the
stage appropriated the novel, this exchange often took place away from the
licensed theatres. When the novel appropriated the stage, it was prevalently those
mixed forms regarded as non ‘authentic’ and illegitimate —the visual spectacles,
the optical shows and the pantomimic extravaganzas- that were adopted.

The student of stage appropriations is challenged by the emergence of a
tradition of strongly visual, anti-idealist theatre, often suspiciously corporeal -a
theatre that physically sensationalised for the pleasures of the eye and constantly
re-proposed a limited set of dramatic mechanisms, tropes and characters according
to a rhetoric of proto mass reproduction. Ultimately, the study of stage
appropriations challenges and at times collides against several controlling
preconceptions about late eighteenth-century drama and fiction, at both the textual

and transtextual levels.
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A Chronology of the Gothic Drama: Its Limits of Demarcation

Most critics are interested in providing clear chronological limits to the
Gothic drama. Although the import of such a taxonomic approach is debatable,
nonetheless | believe that their considerations may be significant when trying to
establish why and how certain thematic and formal aspects characterising
classical, Elizabethan and early eighteenth-century theatre were re-elaborated —
with significant shifts in emphasis— and came to express the late eighteenth-

century new aesthetics and world view.

4.1 The Mysterious Mother

Since Bertrand Evans’s 1947 study, Gothic drama is usually described as
starting in 1768 with the private printing of Horace Walpole’s The Mysterious
Mother and ending with Percy Bysse Shelley’s The Cenci in 1819. Both of these
dramas are studies of unhealthy sexuality, power and uninhibited desire in
claustrophobic domestic settings.109 Incest and other typologies of forbidden
sexuality amongst kinsmen often recur in Gothic narratives, both on stage and on
the page, as we shall see in The Romance of the Forest, Fontainville Forest and,
notably, The Monk. Consequently, they cannot be taken to be exclusive of
Walpole’s and Shelley’s dramas, and ought to be read in fact as manifestations of

the excess —not exclusively of erotic cast— typical of Gothic.

The Mysterious Mother —a blank-verse tragedy privately printed and

circulated for many years— remained unperformed for over two centuries, thus

109 Baines and Burnes, “Introduction”, cit., p. xi. The Gothic troping of incest is discussed in Ruth Perry,
“Incest as the Meaning of the Gothic Novel”, The Eighteenth Century Theory and Interpretation, VVol. 39, No.
3 (1998), pp. 261-278. As to the interest contemporary dramatists showed for abnormal states of mind, see
Joanna Baillie’s theory of the Diable boitteux as expressed in the Introductory Discourse to the first edition of
Plays on the Passions (1798): “To lift up the roof of his dungeon, like the Diable boitteux, and look upon a
criminal the night before he suffers, in his still hours of privacy, when all that disguise, which respect for the
opinion of others, the strong motive by which even the lowest and wickedest of men still continue to be
moved, would present an object to the mind of every person, not withheld from it by great timidity of
character, more powerfully attractive than almost every other” (J. Baillie, Plays on the Passions, cit., p. 70).
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proving an oft-underrated trendsetter.110 However, the complex publishing history
of The Mysterious Mother indicates that the play was relatively well-known. First
printed in fifty copies at Walpole’s private press at Strawberry Hill in 1768, it had
subsequent reprints in 1770 (to be included in an edition of Walpole’s works
which never reached the market), and then in 1781 at the hands of the publisher
James Dodsley in the attempt to forestall an anonymous piracy. Parts of the
tragedy were published without authorisation on the Sz. James’s Chronicle nos. 8-
10 (15-17 November 1781), and The Public Advertiser (8 November 1783). The
tragedy eventually appeared in pirated editions in Dublin in 1791 (by Archer,
Jones and White, not suppressed by the author), in London in 1796 and
posthumously in 1798 in the authorised five-volume edition of Walpole’s Works
edited by Mary Berry.111 We may also note that the real number of manuscript
copies made from the original presentation copies circulated among Walpole’s
friends remain to date unknown. The play is referred to in various occasions in
Walpole’s monumental Correspondence. Here the author recorded several
comments and suggestions coming from his friends about the possible staging of
the drama or its translation into French as well as annotations about the private
readings he gave sub rosa in selected circles.

As aresult, it is obvious that by the 1790s, the period here under scrutiny,
despite restricted public circulation, the readership of the play had become

reasonably wide. After the London publication in 1796, critiques of the play

110 The play was staged for the first time at the Citizen Theatre (Glasgow), 3 to 24 February, 2001. The
Guardian theatre critic, Elizabeth Mahoney, gave a particularly biting review of this “unperformed stinker”.
Although she praised the performances of the actors (in particular, Angela Chadfield as the Countess and
Estelle Morgan as Adelisa) and “the evocative set”, Mahoney stigmatised “Walpole’s stultifying blank verse”
and suggested that his “target is not the mother and son’s crime but clerical corruption”, by highlighting the
relationship of the Countess with her religious advisor (ironically named Benedict) over the incestuous one
with her son. The review [online] is available from
http://www.guardian.co.uk/Distribution/Redirect_Avrtifact/0,4678,0-432855,00html . Accessed on July 8
2005.

111 gee P. Sabor, “ ‘An Old Tragedy with a Disgusting Subject’: Horace Walpole and The Mysterious
Mother”, in Paul Hyndland and Neil Sammells (eds.), Writing and Censorship in Britain (London and New
York: Routledge, 1992), pp. 92-96; Baines and Burnes, “Notes on the Texts”, in Baines and Burns (eds.),
Five Romantic Plays, cit., pp. xxx-xxxi; F. Frank, “Introduction”, in H. Walpole, ‘The Castle of Otranto. A
Gothic Story’ and ‘The Mysterious Mother’, edited by F. Frank (Peterborough: Broadview, 2003, pp. i and
XV).
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appeared also in German, making clear that “[f]ar from being the preserve of a
handful of Walpole’s friends, The Mysterious Mother had now made its way to
European, as well as English, readers and reviewers.”112

It is interesting to note that Ann Radcliffe intertextually insinuates the threat
of incest —that arch-Gothic motif— by recurring to selected citations from
Walpole’s tragedy. This is quoted once as the epigraph to chapter 2 of The
Romance of the Forest, and three times in The Italian, as an epigraph for the
chapters 1, 4, and 9 in Book I, in positions of considerable paratextual relevance.
Despite the complex bibliographical history of the drama, it is clear that Radcliffe
must have deemed the general public sufficiently familiar with the themes and
forms of The Mysterious Mother to include the play in the complex transtextual
network she devised for her works. If the canonical aim of this intertextual web
was to place Radcliffe’s oeuvre in the strongly connoted tradition of the ‘literature
of genius’,113 as Emma Clery points out, the choice of a drama based on incest
must also have operated as a form of metatextual criticism, with strong

implications both on the formal and thematic level of Radcliffe’s novels.

4.2 Generic Ambiguities: The Countess of Narbonne as a Prototype of the
Gothic characters

Despite its limited circulation, we can affirm that The Mysterious Mother
was to become a model of tragic form in the Romantic period, “the one really
great tragedy that was written in the later eighteenth century,” in George
Haggerty’s words.114 Not only does the tragedy presents what were to become the
surface stock features of the genre (the location is an ancient, desolate castle
where the passion-driven, guilt-ridden characters are haunted by a mysterious past

evil, kept ablaze by the plotting of a persecuting religious figure), but also its most

112 “Appendix A” in Frank’s edition of H. Walpole, The Mysterious Mother, cit., p. 103.

113 Clery, Women’s Gothic, cit., pp. 54-509.

114 Haggerty, Review of H. Walpole, The Castle of Otranto, edited by M. Gamer and H. Walpole, The
Castle of Otranto’ and ‘The Mysterious Mother’, edited by F. Frank, cit., p. 111.
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sensational aspects, including the on-stage suicide of the female protagonist. As
we read in the Advertisement for the 1798 edition of the play,

Of the present tragedy we may boldly pronounce, that for nervous, simple, and

pathetic language each appropriated to the several persons of the drama; for striking

incidents; for address in conducting the plot; and for consistency of character uniformly
preserved through the whole piece; it is equal, if not superior, to any play of the present

century.115

In what is the first avowedly Gothic drama of the century, Walpole thus
deployed all the superficial accoutrements of the genre -—architectural,
atmospheric, and actantial- which were given appropriately strong linguistic
expression. The audience is made aware that these signs must in fact be
theatrically framed, and perceived as the on-stage ostension of the darker horrors
of the soul. The accumulation of atrocious horrors —with suggestive reticence
Walpole speaks of a “disgusting” subject recorded with a pen dipped in
“terror”116— reaches a climax with the madness of the leading character, the
scarcely-repentant incestuous countess of the title who is simultaneously the
monstrous mother, mistress and mother-in-law of her own son Edmund (V.i. 321-
22).117 In Haggerty’s words, it is Walpole’s “sexualised family” that becomes “a
theatrical event”.118

The poetics at the core of The Mysterious Mother challenges clear-cut
divisions between vice and virtue, and questions the concept of poetic justice from
a new perspective —all the more revolutionary when linked to the gender of its

protagonist. It is not difficult to recognise in the Countess of Narbonne the traits

115 Advertisement from the Publishers, 1798 edition of The Mysterious Mother, quoted in Frank,
“Introduction” in H. Walpole, The Mysterious Mother, cit., p. xxiv.

116 Respectively H. Walpole, “Preface to the 1781 Edition” dated 21 April 1781, and “Prologue”. The
Mysterious Mother, in Baines and Burns (eds.), Five Romantic Plays, cit., p. 2 and p. 4. Similarly, in the
“Postscript” to the play, the author condemns his subject as “horrid”, ibid., p. 65.

117 Walpole, The Mysterious Mother, cit., p. 59.

118 . Haggerty, “Psychodrama: Hypertheatricality and Sexual Excess on the Gothic Stage”, Theatre
Research International Vol. 28, No. 1 (2003), p. 3. In his closing speech, Edmund himself famously describes
the tragic events of his life as a “theatre of monstrous guilt” (V.i). See Walpole, The Mysterious Mother, in
Baines and Burns (eds.), Five Romantic Plays, cit., p. 62.
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of the divided character of Gothic drama; what is important to note, though, is that
in later narratives the Gothic divided characters are usually male.

Cox’s claims that in the Gothic drama “women were either terrorized and
mad, or stoic and indomitable, but they were always passive”11® ought to be
somewhat re-adjusted to include such characters as the Countess of Narbonne.
Her aesthetic anomaly is denoted by an enduring will to sin, which Walpole
strenuously upheld against all moral curbing. He was finally forced to yield to a
tactic of containment through death —a final-act ploy that reassuringly enacted or,
more appropriately, mimed a conventional masquerade of femininity. In her own
paradoxical way, the Countess of Narbonne held the germs of a type of proactive
femininity, which foreshadows another stock character of Gothic drama: the
upbeat, and unfailingly virtuous, Gothic heroine on which Boaden’s Adeline is

modelled.

4.3 The Taming of the Monster.

Walpole’s drama was shocking both thematically and stylistically, relying
as it did on forbidden topics (mother and sibling incest) and sensationalism. In the
Preface to the tragedy the author notes a hiatus with traditional Greek and French
models (. 1 and Il. 23-24), a breach further claimed in the “postscript’:

[The character of the Countess] is certainly new, and the cast of the whole play
unlike any other that I am acquainted with. [...] I was desirous of striking a little out of the
common road, and to introduce some novelty to our stage. [...] I have chalked out some

paths that may be happily improved by better poets and men of more genius than | possess;
and which may be introduced in subjects better calculated for action than the story which |

have chosen.120

In view of this, it is commonly agreed that Walpole’s new dramatic type -
revolutionary in both content and form— challenged the traditional idea of tragedy,
thus providing a clear point of departure. As claimed by Paul Baines and Edward

119 Cox, “Introduction”, Seven Gothic Dramas, cit., p. 53.
120 Walpole, The Mysterious Mother, in Baines and Burns (eds.), Five Romantic Plays, cit., pp. 67-68.
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Burns, The Mysterious Mother “was ideally placed to initiate new trends in the
theatre.”121
If the early time limit of the Gothic drama is then more or less definite, no
explicit marking can in fact be chosen to indicate the end of the vogue. However,
it is usually accepted by most critics that
Gothic drama —while it arises with Walpole and continues as a theatrical form
throughout the nineteenth century— has two key historical moments, one during the 1790s

and one around 1815. [...] I contend that it is only during the period organised around this
period [the fall of the Bastille and the fall of Napoleon] that the Gothic drama achieved its

full power.122
Amongst those critics interested in providing a precise end to the stage Gothic,
Paul Ranger indicates the year 1820. In his reading no ground-breaking new work
was staged after that date, “although one or two interesting spectacles were put on
as ‘out of due time.” 123 Similarly, Joseph Donohue’s emphasis on the character’s
mental states also culminates around 1820,
by which time Kemble and Mrs. Siddons had retired from the stage; Hazlitt had
ended his career as a day-by-day reviewer; Kean had established himself as the foremost
subjective actor of the day; and Macready had made his mark as the hero of Sheridan
Knowles’ Virginius — a drama so thoroughly Victorian, in spite of its early date, that to

follow its tendencies would be to find no culmination short of the early plays of Shaw
[...].124

In general terms, however —and rightly so— critics are wary of naming prescribed
and clear-cut chronological divides. This choice, which quite appropriately shifts
back the framework of enquiry from chronology to epistemology, reflects the
paradigm shift, which intervened in culture in the early decades of the nineteenth
century.

During the 1820s domestic melodrama gradually took the place of the

Gothic as the dominant form of serious popular drama. The strong moral qualities

121 Baines and Burns, “Introduction”, ibid., p. xi.

122 Cox, “Introduction”, Seven Gothic Dramas, cit., p. 8.

123 Ranger, Terror and Pity Reign in Every Breast, cit., p. v.

124 Donohue, Dramatic Character in the English Romantic Age, cit., pp. 5-6.
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of the genre —which celebrates the predictable triumph of innocent virtue and the
redressing of evil and injustice— supports the restoration of conservative order in
the face of revolutionary change and individual or collective revolt. For this
reason Cox believes that Gothic drama and melodrama are profoundly different in
as much as the first embraces sensationalism, the excessive and the extreme,
whilst the latter reinforces the norm and the convention.125

The ideological and cultural reaction worked by melodrama aims at
diverting the audience’s sympathy and helps in transforming the passions
experienced by the villain-hero —greed, lust and other ‘excessive’, antisocial, yet
highly spectacular drives— into straightforward monstrosity.126 Whilst the Gothic
engages with strong individualism, unbound eroticism, revolt and sensationalism,
domestic melodrama celebrates contained sexuality, order, family values and it
represents human hybris as monstrosity. (The title of Richard Brinsley Peake's
play, Presumption; or The Fate of Frankenstein, English Opera House 1823,
would be a case in point.) While Gothic drama thus opened as a generic monster,
its spectacular peak and only too predictable consequence —the arrival of
monstrosity on stage— paradoxically signalled the decline of the genre into the

apparently more tamed themes of melodrama.

In conclusion we may notice that in the context of the present enquiry,
discussions about the chronology of the Gothic are useful in as much as they
highlight how this literary form gave expression to the new sensibility and world
view which emerged during the second half of the eighteenth century. The
aesthetics of the supernatural, spectacular monstrosity and the spirit of revolt that

125 1pid., pp. 41-42.

126 The Gothic discourse of moral philosophy significantly challenges and subverts the Enlightenment one,
in particular the theory of the ‘unsocial passions’ put forward in The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) by
Adam Smith. Smith argued that, “[m]ankind, [...], have a very strong sense of the injuries that are done to
another. The villain, in a tragedy or romance, is as much the object of our indignation, as the hero is that of
our sympathy and affection. We detest lago as much as we esteem Othello; and delight as much in the
punishment of the one, as we are grieved at the distress of the other” (quoted in “Appendix A: The Moral
Writers”, in Baillie, Plays of the Passions, cit., p. 403)
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shape the dramatic Gothic signal a profound revision of the themes and forms of
eighteenth-century dramaturgy as much as a gap with the domestic interest and
strong conservative cast of the early nineteenth-century melodrama. Thus we may
conclude that the investigation of the thematic and formal characteristics of the
genre rather than its chronological mapping should guide the appreciation of the
Gothic, which ought to be perceived as a discursive site rather than a
chronologically constrained literary phase. For the purposes of the present enquiry
into the stage appropriations of the Gothic it is important, finally, to point out that
when the Gothic supposedly became outmoded on the stage it did not actually
fade away. As the final chapter of this works points out,127 Gothic dramas were
refashioned as they relocated on to the pages of such trade Gothic publications as

chapbooks, miscellanies and other cheap popular booklets.

127 gee “Concluding Notes on the Re-mediations of the Gothic Drama”, p. 283.
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The Gothic Drama. A Survey of Criticism

Among the historians of the English Gothic drama, Jeffrey Cox has
provided the scholar of the period with the most comprehensive taxonomy of
study, imparting much-needed historical as well as theoretical import to Gothic
drama criticism. According to the theatre historian, two main trends of analysis
may be identified: the atmospheric, and the thematic. The first approach
investigates the signifiers of the Gothic, its so-called appurtenances. This
apparatus of stock settings, characters and situations -Paula Backscheider calls
them the ““cultural icons”128 of the genre- may be systematised in a series of
recurring patterns that were clearly recognisable and already codified at the end of
the eighteenth century.

Satiric and often ideologically-biased recipes of the motifs and styles to
(re)produce and manufacture Gothic novels became common in the late 1790s.129
The tiles of many of such attacks, for instance "The Terrorist System of Novel
Writing" (1797) and "Terrorist Novel Writing"” (1798), explicitly evoked aesthetic
categories as well as historical events in their reference to the term terror, which
through its paratextual spreading works as a form of semiotic and semantic echo
of then current anxieties. One such catalogue was also contained in Samuel Taylor
Coleridge’s famous critique of Maturin’s Bertram:

Now we have only to combine the bloated style an peculiar rhythm of Harvey [...]
with the strained thoughts, the figurative metaphysics and solemn epigrams of Young on
the one hand; and the loaded sensibility, the minute detail [...] of Richardson on the other

hand; and then to add the horrific incidents, and mysterious villains [...] — to add the ruined
castles, the dungeons, the trap-doors, the skeletons, the flesh-and-blood ghosts, and the

128 Backscheider, Spectacular Politics, cit., p. 154. For a far from exhaustive catalogue of the main Gothic
motifs, see Tracy, The Gothic Novel 1790-183, cit. A recent guide book to the Gothic invites the student of
the genre to think of its traditional key motifs and recurrent figures in a progress of diachronic evolution. The
only traditional theme included the editors is “The Haunted Castle”, a theme which is now flanked by such
new topics as “Hallucination and Narcotics” and “The History of Abuse”. See D. Punter and G. Byron (eds.),
The Gothic (London: Blackwell, 2004). Interestingly, no examples referring to Gothic drama and theatre are
included in the key texts selected in The Gothic.

129 Wright, “Haunted Britain in the 1790s”, cit.
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perpetual moonshine of a modern author [...] —and as the compound of these ingredients
duly mixed, you will recognize the so called German Drama.130

Starting from Coleridge’s list of mass-market appurtenances, Jeffrey Cox
maintains that we can analyse the Gothic plays as a well-identified and
identifiable body of drama.

Such definitions [i.e. the atmospheric approach] discover the Gothic in its settings,
stock characters, and conventionalised situations; in the works of Montague Summers [The
Gothic Quest, 1938] and Eino Railo [The Haunted Castle, 1927], for example, we are
offered massive compendia of Gothic devices. At its most limited such an approach can
produce merely a list of atmospherics, but other studies, as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s The
Coherence of Gothic Conventions [1980], emphasize the recurrence of motifs in order to
understand the way they structure a comprehensible literary world, virtually a modern,

popular myth. When these conventions are taken seriously for themselves, this approach
offers a semiotics of the Gothic as a closed and self-coherent system of atmospheric

signs.131

The second strategy suggested by Cox to catalogue the Gothic is more
concerned with the themes of the genre, the signified behind the appurtenances.
Cox affirms that Gothic writing attempts to embody those extreme features of the
psyche (desires/psychological themes), the social order (politics/political themes),
or the cosmos (the numinous/supernatural themes) that are “least susceptible to
representation and least reliable to be controlled and assimilated.”132 In his
opinion, the Gothic emerges any time the great tradition of the realistic novel -no
longer able to express the spirit of the age- attempts to thematize and represent in
coherent patterns those very features that defy control. By thematizing those
aspects of the real that resist containment within the historical or the social
tradition, the Gothic explores “the Absolute and the Chaos”, making emotional

130 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, cit., pp. 334-35. In his turn, Coleridge apparently decried whilst in fact
appropriating and re-proposing the mass-market markers of Gothic writing in “Christabel” (1797-1800),
which artfully exploits and concurrently subverts the codified signifiers of the form. See, among the
discussions of Coleridge’s Gothic-influenced verse narratives, Miles, Gothic Writing, cit., pp. 177-182. For a
reading of Coleridge’s reviews of characterization, plot and stimulation effects in The Monk, The Italian and
Mary Robinson’s Hubert de Sevrac (reviews which appeared on the Critical Review, February 1797-August
1798), see Gamer, Romanticism and the Gothic, cit., pp. 99-103.

131 Cox, “Introduction”, Seven Gothic Dramas, cit., p. 6.

132 1pig., p. 7. Devendra Varma was the first critic to maintain that “the Gothic novels arouse out of the quest
for the numinous. They are characterized by the awestruck apprehension of Divine immanence penetrating
diurnal reality” (The Gothic Flame: Being a History of the Gothic Novel in England: Its Origins,
Efflorescence, Disintegration and Residuary Influences, London: Arthur Baker, 1957, p. 211).
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and intellectual sense of otherwise disrupting and unsettling historical, political
and social events.133

Cox does not deny that the Gothic drama shares with the novel “the same
thematics of the extreme in its exploration of the supernatural, the psychological,
and the political”.134 He does, however, contend that it had to negotiate with three
categories that ought to be perceived as characterising contemporary theatre
practice. These were the far-reaching morphological changes in the theatres
(institutional aspect), the shifting hierarchy of dramatic forms (generic issue), and
finally the dramatically disrupted ideological context of production and reception,
connected with the social nature of the drama (social subtext). As a consequence,
“[a]s an immensely successful theatrical form, [the Gothic drama] provides us
with a way of glimpsing how a number of key social and cultural concerns of the
day were represented in a popular art form.”135

Not surprisingly for a genre that reached its peak in the years immediately
after the French Revolution, the struggle against ancient institutions and the
powers of the past are characteristics of Gothic. Gothic signifiers and signified
reflect the anxieties of the eighteenth-century fin-de-siecle: social and historical
episodes are given analogies at either the textual or the tropological level. The
enclosed, prison-like space dominated by an evil figure of power —be it the
topology of the castle, convent, sepulchre or even forest— is the staple scene of
murderous events. These architectural and topographical signs embodied the idea
of a crumbling, constricting past that still tried to project its influence not only on
the present but also the future. Past deeds are crucially irrevocable and “ruins act
as [their] symbol”.136

The dramatic trajectory of liberation of /from enclosed spaces -a political

statement in itself- is a recurrent moment in the Gothic plot, particularly in the

133 Cox, “Introduction”, Seven Gothic Dramas, cit., p. 6. See also Taylor, The French Revolution and the
London Stage, cit.

134 Cox, “Introduction”, Seven Gothic Dramas, cit., p. 6.
135 Cox, “Reanimating Gothic Drama”, cit., p. 109.
136 wilson Knight, “The Gothic Play”, cit., p. 4.
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1790s.137 The conventional happy ending (which derived from the romance
formula) took on a symbolic value as it came to stand for a movement towards
ritualistic rebirth, liberation, and a free future —along the lines of Northrop Frye’s
spring archetype- which often took place in an open natural setting.138 The flight
from closed to open spaces (and, metaphorically, from the past to the future) may
be seen as one of the backbones of the genre. In this sense, the Gothic plays are
generically mixed as they combine three tiers of elements: romance (the
topographical as well as ideological movement from confinement to liberation),
comedy (the final union of the lovers which implies the redressing of past crimes
and the reordering of society), and tragedy (the villain-hero’s subtext).

Whereas the Gothic novels acknowledge the existence of evil, which is even
allowed to triumph in the most radical forms of Gothic such as The Monk, in the
Gothic drama the unfailing happy conclusions were meant to reassure the
audiences. The euphoric final scene often reinstated the rightful powers, provided
poetic justice and froze the characters in a concluding tableau “that fixe[d]
relationships in an orderly world.”13%9 As Backscheider has suggested,

[i]n contrast to the novel, the gothic drama represents a world that can be suspected
of allowing hideous suffering and unrequited virtuous and villainous acts but finally
reassures audiences that a benign order infuses every aspect of the universe and,
incidentally, provides the poetic justice that consumers of popular literature demanded. [...]

Most important, in almost every case, the heroine marries the brave young hero, the poor
are given good employment, and long-suffering good servants are rewarded; Lewis’s

formula holds, and every part of the audience is gratified.140

In line with the theory that historical events and figures found a counterpart
in the Gothic, David Worrall maintains that Gothic dramas were a covert
comment on the contemporary British political situation. These dramas, he

suggests, were re-workings of the foreign Jacobin Terror, which were re-proposed

137 Taylor, The French Revolution and the London Stage, cit., p. 94.

138 . Frye. Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957). See the application of Mona
Ozouf’s analysis of revolutionary space (Festivals and the French Revolution, transl. Alan Sheridan,
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988) to the dramatic Gothic in Cox, “Introduction”, Seven
Gothic Dramas, cit., pp. 20-22.

139 Backscheider, Spectacular Politics, cit., p. 180.
140 1pjg.
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under the guise of the Pittite Terror repressing domestic political radicalism in the
1790s. The generic fluidity typical of the Gothic, which “encompassed high
seriousness and low comedy,”141 is perceived by Worrall as a particular strength
of the genre, as aptly illustrated by the mixed form of the “political supernatural”,
a body of folk operas and extravaganzas which included Lewis’s operatic
spectacle One O' Clock, or the Knight and the Wood Demon (Drury Lane, 1 April
1807). According to Worrall, the folksy register of the operatic dramas gave
dramatic representation to the anxieties “figured within the psyche of
contemporary political mentalities,” and demonstrated that “even theatrically
extravagant spectaculars could be politically conscious.”142

The ability of Gothic to be “a vehicle of political culture”143 is proven by
the recurrent presence of a servant or a rustic, a figure endowed with a positive
function that seems to propose a new “democratic ethos of natural equality.”144
Biological experiments at the end of the century offered objective corroboration
for the theory of sensibility —a democratic mode of perception and feeling
addressed in many treaties of the age, starting from Burke’s philosophical
Enquiry. The egalitarian potential of feeling —a faculty that science now proved
belonged to all human beings- shaped the cultural discourse of the age and
invested also Gothic in its concern with class politics. For instance, Matthew
Lewis's The Castle Spectre, a play which reflects the late 1790s move towards
supernatural spectacularism, is remarkable for the inclusion of the black
characters, Saib and Hassan, who openly “express anti-colonialist sentiments” and

are endowed with “tragic sensibility.”14> Lewis’s apparent challenge to current

41 Worrall, “The Political Culture of Gothic Drama”, cit., p. 96.
142 |bid., p. 97 and p. 98.
143 1bid., p. 97.

1445, Cox, “Romantic Drama and the French Revolution”. In Keith Hanley and Raman Selden (eds.),
Revolution and English Romanticism. Politics and Rhetoric (Hemel Hempstead (Herts.)-New York:
Harvester Wheatsheaf-St. Martin’s Press, 1990), p. 250.

145 1pid. p. 99.

106



dramatic conventions illustrates how generically mixed forms of successful
entertainment could turn into “an unexpected vehicle for liberal radicalism.”146

Paula Backscheider’s Spectacular Politics offers a critical approach similar
to the one endorsed by Worrall Her theory of literature in society examines Gothic
writing as a hegemonic apparatus and an artistic form that testifies to the artists’
active participation in society. Spectacular Politics investigates how literature
functions in times of social upheaval by being invested with the ideological
function of strengthening both the political and the civic status quo. The
relationships between the dominant ideology and popular cultural forms,
Backscheider maintains, may be better assessed through mass culture texts, which
have the greatest possibility of reconfiguring society by force of their sheer
popularity.

Gothic drama was the form that best “exercised, released, and contained the
anxieties of the time, the fantasies and the fears of the age.”147 In this sense,
Backscheider’s conceptualisation reminds me of the model of energia offered by
Stephen Greenblatt’s theory of Renaissance drama. According to Greenblatt, “we
identify energia only indirectly, by its effects.” Greenblatt continues,

it is manifested in the capacity of certain verbal, aural, and visual traces to produce,

shape and organize collective physical and mental experiences. Hence it is associated with
repeatable forms of pleasure and interest, with the capacity to arouse disquiet, pain, fear,

the beating of the heart, pity, laughter, tension, relief, wonder.148

Moving along the lines of Greenblatt’s energeia, | suggest that the Gothic mode(l)
elicited, contained and finally deflected popular anxieties. It addressed a large
number of men and women of different background and classes, who were in turn
frightened and exalted by their experience -ultimately socially cowed and

energised by its use and perusal.149

146 |pjg,

147 Backscheider, Spectacular Politics, p. 151.
148 g Greenblatt, Shakespearian Negotiations, cit., p. 6.

149 The interaction between the members of the audience and the audience-stage interaction is an important
field of interest for theatre semioticians. See K. Elam, The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama, cit., M. de
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The Gothic cultural form suited the times as it challenged the limits of the
predictable, the natural, and the possible in an age of widespread insecurity and
uncertainty. The pleasures of repetition given by formula narratives transformed a
disquieting experience into a contained and containable event. As Backscheider
pointedly maintains, Gothic may be defined as a “theatre of identification”10
which bombarded the senses. Tragic and thrilling episodes —suggestive for their
immediacy- were juxtaposed to disillusioning devices such as characters
providing comic relief or droll epilogues, which worked as in a
Verfremdungseffekt to reassure the audience of the fictionality of the events.
Finally, the formulaic plots of the dramas assured poetic justice and the
comforting re-establishment of order. The Gothic performances socialized the
spectators and heightened their sense of communion, in a participatory ritual,
which was mirrored in and amplified by the enlarged structure of the end-of-the

century theatres.

Marinis, “Dramaturgy of the Spectator”, cit., S. Bennett, Theatre Audiences, cit. This aspect is discussed in
detail in the introductory section of the thesis.

150 1pid., p. 229.
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SECOND PART
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No translation would be possible if in its ultimate
essence it strove for likeness to the original. For in
its afterlife — which would not be called that if it
were not a transformation and a renewal of
something living — the original undergoes a

change.

Walter Benjamin, llluminations*
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An Evening at the Theatre in the 1790s: the Languages of the Stage and the
Page.

The variety of performances available to late eighteenth-century theatre-
goers -a programme recently defined as a “whole show”1- may be compared to the
multiplicity and diversity offered by television on any given evening as viewers
are bombarded in incoherent succession by multiple sensory inputs -news, variety
shows, comic films dramas and soaps, games, information, reality shows, and
music- which they attend to in their entirety or, more often, in parts. It is here
tempting to draw a preliminary analogy with the Gothic narrative method, and
particularly with the generic “kleptomania™?2 devised by Ann Radcliffe, which
combined hierarchically diverse elements such as lyrical poetry, landscape
descriptions, dramas, and components of mystery narrative. In similar fashion, in
its innovative mixture of Shakespearian allusions and landscape art, popular airs
and stage technology, antiquarianism and music, the Gothic dramatic evening
activated different modes of literacy, perceived and digested by the public in their
entirety or partially, but still with unchanging relish. This eclecticism is
reconstructed in the next pages through the tables of Boaden’s intertheatricality
(pp. 119-134), which should be constantly referred to whilst reading the following
reconstruction.3

An evening at the theatre in the late eighteenth-century began around six
and, depending on the day’s program, ended four or five hours later. Playgoers

could choose to sit through the whole program; late-comers, paying half-price

1*Epigraph. W. Benjamin, Illuminations (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), p. 73.

1. W. Stone (ed.). The Stage and the Page: London's 'Whole Show' in the Eighteenth-Century Theatre,
(Berkeley, University of California Press, 1981). See also J. Donohue, “The Theatre of the 1790s”, Theatre in
the Age of Kean, cit., pp. 8-30 and the essential reconstruction by Jeffrey Cox, “Spots of Time: The Structure
of the Dramatic Evening in the Theatre of Romanticism” (Texas Studies in Literature and Language, Vol. 41,
No. 4 (1999), pp. 403-25).

2 Clery, Women’s Gothic, cit., p. 57.

3 For a detailed discussion of my theory of intertheatricality and infratheatricality, see the following sub-
section of this work.
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tickets, could enter after the third act, when they would swarm in noisily, breaking
the dramatic illusion. This possibility complicates somewhat the configuration of
reception of the theatrical event and makes us reflect further on the composite
nature of spectatorship at the time. For instance, the practice of admitting ‘half
price’ spectators had the effect of attracting a new typology of play-goers whose
presence, expectation and commercial potential any savvy playwright ought to
bear in mind. As recalled by Thomas Dibdin:

Half-price is a very proper privilege for those whose time do not afford them the

opportunity of visiting the theatre earlier; but it is often the bane of an author, on the first

night of a five act play. The newcomers know nothing of the foregone part of the drama;
and having no context with which to connect allusions in the fourth of fifth act, are apt to

damn, without consideration, that which they are no judges of [.. 1.4

Bearing this in mind, therefore, it would be tempting to speak of not one, but
several audiences, for whom the Gothic play —and its theatrical packaging- may
have represented the whole just as likely as a part of a series of entertainments
enjoyed in the course of one fashionable evening. Quite pointedly, Jacky Bratton
also notes that in case of the Haymarket playgoer, “the price of the ticket was not
important” and often “many audience members entered at will on a season
ticket.”> From a business prospective, billing flexibility established a new
economic discourse of spectacle in which the spectator became “the self-
conscious purchaser of cultural goods and visual pleasure.”8

Allowing a late entry to performances in progress signified that plays,
especially tragedies, were conceived as being divided into segments. A play was
not experienced exclusively as an organic whole, building to an ending which
satisfied the audience’s sense of poetic justice, but as a series of segments. These
might be enjoyed individually either as “spectacles” -for their content of songs,

music, dancing, and pageantry- or for the emotionally-charged and codified

4 Document no. 100, Thomas Dibdin, “The significance of the half-price audience, 1800, in Roy (ed.),
Romantic and Revolutionary Theatre, 1789-1860, cit., p. 133.

> Bratton, New Readings in Theatre History, cit. p. 47.
6 Moody, lllegitimate Theatre in London, cit., p. 154.
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performance of the actors in the climatic scenes. Since plots were quite
predictable in terms of their story, these single segments could be enjoyed by
spectators whose familiarity with similar plays (intertextual and intertheatrical
knowledge) and grasp of the situational context allowed them to follow and often
anticipate the action.

A typical evening at the theatre at the end of the eighteenth century began
with a musical performance as an opening, followed by a prologue and more
music, then by a mainpiece in five acts, each one separated by intervals of
approximately seven minutes during which dances, imitations, and comic
monologues (entr’actes) were performed. Next came a brief recitation in verse,
spoken by all the characters that had appeared on stage, in which the moral of the
play (or tag) was emphasized; an epilogue followed by a shorter play, called an
afterpiece, divided into two acts, usually of a different genre than the mainpiece
and often preceded by another prologue.’ For example, if the five-act play had
been a drama, then the audience could expect to conclude the evening with a
comic performance. The similarity with the structure of some Gothic novels is
immediately clear. For instance, in The Monk Lewis skilfully juxtaposed episodes
of horror, comedy and pathos. This varied arrangement as typified by the scenes
set in Antonia’s apartment after her mother’s death in which Elvira’s superstitious
fears are put in contrast with the girl’s sad reflections on her departed mother and
Antonio’s sensual passions.8

Theatrical repertoires confirm this reconstruction. For instance, on
November 18" 1794 Covent Garden put on stage a double bill with Boaden’s
Gothic adaptation Fontainville Forest and the musical afterpiece, Hercules and
Omphale composed by James Byrne. This latter production, described by The

London Stage as a ballet “the most magnificent exhibited on the English stage for

7 Cox and Gamer, “Introduction”, in Cox and Gamer (eds.), The Broadview Anthology of Romantic Drama,
cit.
8 Lewis, The Monk, vol. 11, ch. ii.
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many years™® opened that night with a grand display of mythological characters,
processions and even on-stage horses. Expectations must have run high enough
concerning the potentiality of these two shows as the Covent Garden management
chose to run them against one of Drury Lane’s guaranteed successes, Othello,
regularly revived since 1785 with John Philip Kemble acting the Moor to Sarah
Siddons’s Desdemona.10

Theatrical bills also included pantomimes, usually harlequinades. On April,
26" 1794 Harlequin and Faustus, or The Devil will have his own appeared as an
afterpiece with Fontainville Forest. On January, 8" 1796 Boaden’s adaptation was
coupled with another harlequin show, John O’Keeffe’s Merry Sherwood; or,
Harlequin Forester. This entertainment contemplated both “pantomimic” and
“vocal characters” (as we read in the advertisement), thus being similar to a
speaking pantomime, a type of mime and opera pastiche which was increasingly
popular in this period. Interestingly, theatre historian Linda Troost specifies that
O’Keeffe’s pantomime had striking political undertones, which would not be
missed by the middle-class audience. The final Grand Scene representing “The
Triumph of Archery” through the victory of Robin Hood in fact staged the
triumph of England over the French.11 Contemporary theatrical repertoire thus
attests that, far from being escapist shows, entertainments could in fact be rich of
topical allusions, which magnificently appropriated for the stage —often in
disguised fashion- contemporary political or historical events.

Reading theatre playbills may also give us an idea of the type of decoding

activity and competence expected of the contemporary audience, a fact that bears

9 Charles Beecher Hogan (ed.), Vol. 3, pt. 5, 1776-1800 of William van Lennep ... [et al.] (eds.), The
London Stage, 1660-1800. A Calendar of Plays, Entertainment & Afterpieces, together with casts, box-
receipts and contemporary comment, compiled from the playbills, newspaper and theatrical diaries of the
period. With an introduction, by Benn Ross Schneider Jr.; foreword by George Winchster Stone Jr.
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1968), p. 1705.

10 description of a contemporary American performance of Hercules and Omphale confirms the
grandiosity of the production. See Lynn Matluck Brooks, “A Decade of Brilliance: Dance Theatre in Late-
Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia”, Dance Chronicle, Vol. 12, No. 3 (1989), pp. 358-59.

11 Linda V. Troost, “Robin Hood Musical in Eighteenth-century London”, In Thomas G. Hahan (ed.), Robin
Hood in Popular Culture. Violence, Transgression, and Justice (D.S. Brewer: Cambridge, 2000), p. 263.
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direct influence on my theory of stage appropriations.12 The playbill I discussed in
Chapter I (Fig. 1) illustrates precisely the point I am making here. In the ‘whole
show’ offered by Covent Garden on December 9™ 1816 Shakespeare’s Julius
Caesar shares the stage with a musical drama called The Slave, and the popular
Oriental Gothic of Bluebeard. We have already noticed that the leading men of
the company would change character as well, moving from King John to Brutus.
We can conclude that in a typical evening at the theatre tragedy and farce,
recitation and song alternated, thereby guaranteeing a constant income to the
managers.

The two chronological watersheds signalled by the opening and closing of
the curtain enclosed a multiform proposal, in constant renewal, influenced and
determined by the bills of other theatres, as well as by important events of the day.
This latter social text bears witness to the immediacy of the theatrical response to
contemporary issues. Historical events were often immediately and spectacularly
transported to the stage, capitalizing on the emotional response of the audience.13
As Jeffrey Cox has rightly pointed out, “plays on a multiple bill took on aspects of
the other dramatic forms surrounding them.”14 In actuality, the changing nature of
the theatrical public must provide a further explanation. The theatre in the 1790s
reflected mood and societal changes. Thus generic mobility and the constant
novelty of the shows may be also explained in terms of the need to cater for
audiences whose tastes and identity were not homogeneous and certain. The
effects of the volatility of the audiences have been highlighted by Victor

Emeljanow:

12 gee Moody’s description of contemporary playbills as “miniature review[s], [...] and dramatic
manifesto[s], ingeniously synthesising fact and puff, jokes and information,” lllegitimate Theatre in London,
cit., p. 154 et foll. A spectator-oriented innovative approach to reading theatre playbills is also offered in
Bratton, New Readings in Theatre History, cit., pp. 36-66. Bennett has articulated the role of the playbills in
connection with audience activity as follows: “Certainly the amount of information and the signposts a
programme presents acts as a significant stimuli to the audience’s decoding activity prior to any presentation
of a fictional on-stage world” (Theatre Audiences, cit., p. 138).

13 For instance, see the discussion of the theatre responses to the Battle of Trafalgar (25 October 1805). The
first of these, an interlude entitled Nelson’s Glory by Thomas Dibdin, appeared only four days later. Taylor,
The French Revolution and the English Stage, cit., pp. 183-87.

14y, Cox, “Spots of Time”, cit., p. 407.
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If the fashionable and expensive boxes were empty, the pit and galleries needed to
be filled and this could best be achieved by, on the one hand, constant changes in repertoire,
and, on the other, by the variety of different attractions within any given performance,
which matched the mobility and heterogeneous nature of the spectators (in which equation

the addition of a new audience component at ‘half price’ was a significant complication).15

What | hope to have shown is that the dynamic mixing of genres and forms
implied that the perception of tragedy was filtered through pantomime; comedy
was interpolated with dramatic monologues, while a tragic ballad could follow a
historical procession with horses and knights —according to an ambiguous, yet
apparently effective “curious mixture of utile and dulce.”6, Play texts were
manipulated, broken into fragments and reassembled according to the needs of the
evening, and most particularly, according to the tastes of the spectators, especially
those crowding the pit and the gallery, who brought far greater profits to the

theatres than did the more refined spectators in the boxes.

1.1 A Mesh of Buried Connections: Introductory Notes on the Inter-

theatrical and the Infra-theatrical.

A the site of generic and cultural mongrelization, the late Georgian stage
was born of the fruitful interaction of high and low cultural forms, poetic drama
on the one hand, and commercial entrepreneurship and spectacle on the other.The
mobility in the billing of performances faithfully reflected the emotional mobility
intrinsic in the plays themselves and the emotional mobility required of (and by)
the spectators. Thus, it is evident that for most members of the audience, the
experience of the Gothic performance was not an autonomous one. Rather, it was

conditioned by the immediate theatrical context of the evening and by what was

Ly, Emeljanow, “Introduction”, in Section III, “Repertoire, Taste and Audiences”, Roy (ed.), Romantic and
Revolutionary Theatre, cit., p. 112.

16 Anonymous review of T. Dibdin, Harlequin and Humpo; or, Columbine by Candlelight. The Times No.
8795 (28 December 1812, p. 3) in “Appendix: Contemporary Reviews and Commentary”, Cox and Gamer
(eds.), The Broadview Anthology of Romantic Drama, cit., p. 383.
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playing at the other theatres —what | call the infra- theatrical and inter-theatrical
billing- according to a form of theatre intertextuality that | call intertheatricality.l’

In my theory, the term “infra-theatrical” indicates the multiple items offered
on the one bill in one night at the one theatre (vertical or synchronic view).
Similarly, “intertheatrical” indicates the multiple items simultaneously on offer on
the various bills at the various theatres —patented and unpatented— in the one night
or during a certain span of time (horizontal or diachronic view). To paraphrase
Jacky Bratton, who has devoted important pages to a definition of
intertheatricality, every performance —verbal and non-verbal, dramatic and
spectacular— is a signifier, “which, like all signifiers, has a meaning only as part of
a system of relationships™18. | would further contend that due to the nature of the
late eighteenth-century theatre experience —an experience which was individual as
well as shared and communal- it may be more apt to speak of multiple and
variable intertheatricalities rather than one form of monolithic intertheatricality.

As this suggests, seeing two (or more) different shows on the same night or
the same play mounted at two (or more) different venues —legitimate and
illegitimate- would necessarily affect the individual reception. Reviving a well-
established play immediately before the production of a new play by the same
author was another fairly common practice. In fact, some authors strived to
construct new characters based on the interpretations the star actors had given in
other plays. Acting, we may assume, was inter-textual in the sense that it
borrowed from techniques used in the context of one given performance as well as
at the infra-theatrical and inter-theatrical levels (respectively, infra-playfulness

and inter-playfulness).1® As recorded by Boaden

17 The definitions infra-theatrical and inter-theatrical, hence intertheatricality, have been elaborated by the
author. Jacky Bratton’s conceptualization of intertheatricality as the “theorisation of the transactions in the
theatre” (New Readings in Theatre History, cit., p. 36) slightly re-focuses my definition by giving attention to
playbills.

18 Bratton, New Readings in Theatre History, cit., pp. 39-40.

19 For “inter-playfulness” see Pavis, A Dictiornary of Theatre, cit. Entry “Play and Counterplay”. The term
infra-playfulness is a coinage of the author based on inter-playfulness.
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The revival of The Count of Narbonne at Drury Lane Theatre was the precursor of a
new tragedy by Captain Jephson, called Julia. The exertions of Mrs. Siddons and her
brother in the former play had suggested to the ingenious author a second display of her
powerful talent, in which the passions should be touched in a deeper and more alarming key
[...].20

Managers and actors were perfectly aware of this interplay, which was striven
after and carefully invested in, as attested by the famous —and well-publicised—
theatrical combats between leading actors and actresses over the interpretation of
the same role in two competing houses at the same time (e.g. Henderson vs.
Kemble, Siddons vs. Crawford) that spice up thespian anecdotes.

In the context of stage appropriations, intertheatricality brings into sharp
focus the spectators’ horizon of expectations and their encyclopedic knowledge,
which may or may not have been mediated. The knowing spectator possibly
moved between ‘source texts’ and ‘adaptations’, hypertexts and hypotexts —in an
intersemiotic transferral which often implied the overturning of generic and
cultural hierarchies. This was precisely the case of The Monk, cunningly abridged
and transformed by Charles Farley into the Grand Ballet entitled Raymond and
Agnes (Covent Garden, 1797). With great sense of timing, Raymond and Agnes
went on stage as the reviewers ferociously attacked The Monk for diablerie,
pornography, and blasphemy -probably benefiting in some form from the éclat
and uproar surrounding its hypotext. In the case of appropriation, the audiences’
intertheatrical re-adjusting of a performance is thus complemented by its
intertextual re-positioning, which may have accompanied and at times even
guided the reception of the show, directly informing the different levels of
theatrical interaction.

As I have argued, the “evening at the theatre” may be visualized as a system
or combination of signs. Its dynamic dimension means that each sign (or cultural
fragment) stands in a dynamic relation to the signs preceding and following it.
From a semiotic point of view, it is recognized that every sign has meaning only

by virtue of its place in the sign system. The “Gothic evening at the theatre” may

20 Boaden, Memoirs of Mrs. Siddons, cit., p. 362.
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thus be imagined as a complex combination of signs —a complex theatrical
signifier for a complex theatrical signified. Finally, we may maintain that infra-
theatricality and inter-theatricality powerfully invest the architext of both source
and target text as well as the metatext, significantly informing generic coding and
textual perception. They contribute to returning to theatre history a new inter-
textual and extra-textual dimension -what | call the ultra-textual freedom of the

stage- able to transcend the limits of textuality.

1.2 James Boaden’s stage-to-page adaptations. A Case Study of Gothic
Inter-theatricality in the 1790s.

The following pages attempt a reconstruction of late eighteenth-century
intertheatricality by focusing on the three Gothic adaptations by James Boaden
that were staged in the 1790s. They are Fontainville Forest (Covent Garden,
1794), The Italian Monk (Haymarket Theatre, 1797), and Aurelio and Miranda
(Drury Lane, 1799). The three adaptations are particularly relevant because they
were produced at the three Theatre Royals. Thus an analysis of their intertheatrical
positioning provides us with a reliable body of evidence as far as the repertoire of
the patented theatres goes. Where relevant, inter-theatricality has been recorded in
the last column to the right of the tables. The acronyms CG and DL respectively
stand for Drury Lane Theatre and Covent Garden Theatre.

The following tables illustrating the intertheatricality of Boaden’s dramas
result from the comparison of the information enclosed in Vol. 3, pt. 5, 1776-1800
of The London Stage with the entries for the decade 1790-1799 in John Genest’s
Some Account of the London Stage?! -the two documents | referred to for my
reconstruction of what I call ‘the Gothic evening’. | matched up the information
contained in the above repositories to the Theatrical Register published monthly in
Gentleman’s Magazine. The inevitable limits of any such a reconstruction are

apparent. Despite their attempt at comprehensiveness, these documents list very

21 Genest, Some Account of the English Stage, cit.
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few of the performances staged beyond the patent houses. This limitation is
particularly restricting if we look at a period, such as the one here under scrutiny,
when illegitimate theatre was deeply challenging the monopolistic structures.
Researchers are confronted by an often fragmentary body of evidence that
corrupts and strongly limits our perception of contemporary real intertheatricality
—as opposed to its select transmission and construction.

A further methodological issued is raised by censorship. In 1737 Robert
Walpole’s Licensing Act marked the enforcement of dramatic censorship through
the figure of the Lord Chamberlain’s Examiner of Plays. The Licensing Act
established that before bringing a work on any patented stage, fourteen days
before performance every playwright had to submit for approval a manuscript
copy of his work. Thus, the stage became subject to prior (textual) censorship, and
the plays had to be licensed before being performed. Such uncomfortable topics
as, for instance, religion, domestic or foreign politics, gender relations or issues of
moral conduct would be habitually deemed unfit for representation. This condition
was particularly evident in times such as the 1790s when contemporary allusions
might touch on sensitive issues. Indeed, as Tracy Davis has succinctly
summarized, “Censorship was sufficiently prevalent by 1793 that almost all
political comment was excluded from the drama.”22 The press, we may notice in
passing, was not subject to the same institutional control, and this explains why
published scripts or manuscripts often differed from later printed version of the
same drama.

Recent histories of the unpatented theatre in London have, however, pointed
out that non-scripted texts often permitted —albeit obliquely- a certain degree of
political licence, particularly during times of political and social ferment.23
Furthermore, as we have previously seen, as far as modern theatre is concerned

the concept of ‘text’ itself —with the ensuing value judgements that accompanied it

22y, Cox, “Romantic Drama and the French Revolution”, cit., p. 245.

23 Moody, Illegitimate Theatre in London, cit., p. 225. On transgression in melodrama, see also ibid., p. 106
et foll.
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until at least the latter half of the previous century- is to be significantly
questioned as it implies fixity and a permanence which do not belong to the
performative.

I suggest that the holistic reappraisal of Gothic inter-theatricality might be
achieved if the evidence given by traditional sources such as Genest or The
London Stage may merge with other archival evidence and documents, including
journalism, thespian biographies, and playbills. Various forms of iconographic
testimonies (particularly, theatre iconology) may be also valuable means to
reconstruct the illusive performative, as | have tried to show in the course of the
present enquiry. Finally, infra-theatricality may also testify how contemporary
theatre practitioners successfully managed to negotiate and circumvent

governmental censorship.
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Table 2. Boaden’s intertheatricality. The Italian Monk
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| contend that both intertheatricality and infratheatricality give us access to
dimensions of the contemporary repertoire —and of culture at large- which ought
to be reappraised in order to achieve a genuinely new taxonomy of stage Gothic.
We may draw our example from the Covent Garden bill for June,18"™ 1794 which
was made up of three productions apparently without any connections to each
other. (See Fig. 4, “Theatrical Register”, Gentleman’s Magazine, June 1794). The
mainpiece, Fontainville Forest, was followed by Charles Didbin’s interlude A
Loyal Effusion, then by Henry Siddons’ The Sicilian Romance. The closing show
was a Representation of the Engagement and Defeat of the Fench Navy, by the
British Fleet under the Command of Lord Howe. Infra-theatricality shows that
Thomas Harris, the Covent Carden manager, had chosen to pitch together two
Radcliffean adaptations in the one night. This choice is made particularly relevant
by the fact that in May 1794 —only a few days earlier- Radcliffe had published her
exceptionally successfull The Mysteries of Udolpho, the book that established her
reputation as the most successful English novelist of the time.

The Representation of the Engagement and Defeat of the Fench Navy, by
the British Fleet under the Command of Lord Howe, on the other hand, confirms
the timeliness of many stage shows, as well as the possibility of including
political undertones that managed to by-pass censorship. The entertainement had
opend on June, 13" —less than a fortnight after the actual defeat of the French fleet
on the “Glorious First of June”.The British naval victory soon achieved near-
mythical status: for instance, the engravings of Mather Brown’s oil of the episode

(Lord Howe on the Deck of the '"Queen Charlotte', 1 June
1794")24 were some of the best-loved patriotic images of the time, and had a

prominent place in many English homes. In November, 1794 the Gentelman’s

Magazine published an ode by Robert Strong, whose opening lines run:

24 A reproduction of the oil may be accessed at
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/mag/pages/mnuExplore/ViewLargelmage.cfm?ID=BHC2740 The action of the fleet
is framed in the background of the painting, and may give an idea of the scenery possibly used for the
maritime entertainment.
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Rejoice, rejoice! — the battle’s done:

Britannia crowns her favourite Son.

No more the Gallic ensign flies,

Deep humbled are our enemies,

Our hardy tars return on shore,

Triumphant, as in the days of yore.
Chorus

With cheerful hearts let Britons sing,

Long Live Britannia; and God save the King!2®

On June, 18™ 1794 —the evening here under scrutiny- the Representation of the
Engagement and Defeat of the Fench Navy followed A Loyal Effusion, an
interlude composed to celebrate the birthday of George 111 which had premiered
on June, 4" In different ways, both Didbin’s effusion and the grand
commemoration of Britain’s naval victories and heroes may be recognised as
important weapons in the propaganda armoury of the Hanoverian government.
Interestingly, after the naval victories of 1797 celebratory writings of nautical
topic would in fact be called “loyal effusions”.26

Infra-theatrical connections are even more signifying if we remember that
both The Romance of the Forest (Radcliffe’s hypotext) and Fontainville Forest
(Boaden’s hypertext) are set in France. Their (male) protagonists are the
debauched Marquis de Montalt, a corrupted representative of the iniquities of the
Ancien Régime, and a spendrift and tormented gambler, Pierre de la Motte, in
flight from Paris, “from his creditors the persecutions of the laws.”27 With no
apparent connection with each other, three of the shows on the Covent Garden bill
for June, 18" 1794 —a Gothic romantic fantasy, a celebratory interlude, and a
nautical representation- managed to establish covert and mutually significant

relationships. In particular, all of them appropriated and performed in different

2R, Strong, “On the Glorious VICTORY of the BRITISH FLEET, under the Command of EARL HOWE,
on the FIRST OF JUNE, 1794”. Gentleman’s Magazine, November, 1794, p. 1038. May be accessed at
http://britishperiodicals.chadwyck.co.uk/articles/displayltem.do?FormatType=fulltextimages&BackTo=journ
alid&QueryType=articles&Querylndex=journal&ResultsID=1229E613EE814A8FB4&ItemNumber=95
Accessed April, 24™ 2009.

26 Linda Pratt, “Naval Contemplation. Poetry, Patriotism and the Navy 1797-99”, Journal for Maritime
Research, 2000, available at http://www.jmr.nmm.ac.uk/server/show/conJmrArticle.22/viewPage/2
Accessed October, 20th 2008.

2T A Radcliffe, The Romance of the Forest, cit., p. 1

133


http://britishperiodicals.chadwyck.co.uk/articles/displayItem.do?FormatType=fulltextimages&BackTo=journalid&QueryType=articles&QueryIndex=journal&ResultsID=1229E613EE814A8FB4&ItemNumber=95
http://britishperiodicals.chadwyck.co.uk/articles/displayItem.do?FormatType=fulltextimages&BackTo=journalid&QueryType=articles&QueryIndex=journal&ResultsID=1229E613EE814A8FB4&ItemNumber=95
http://www.jmr.nmm.ac.uk/server/show/conJmrArticle.22/viewPage/2

(and hybrid) guises and at different levels the ghosts of Catholic Europe —in this
case, France- a strong theme of Gothic. On June, 18" 1794 the fears of losing
hard-won liberties and the nightmares spreding across the Channel were raised on
the Covent Garden stage, only to be dispelled and exorcised not just one but three
times. With a final touch of irony we may add that the dramatic muses must have
indeed approved and applaudeded Harris’s choice since the ‘whole show’ staged
on June, 18™ had been (cleverly) chosen to support the Covent Garden theatrical
fund.
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A Pathognomic Theatre: The Body of the Actor and the Contemporary
Theories of Acting

If we now turn to the contemporary aesthetics of representation as
connected to the theory of acting, we may note that both tragedy and pantomime
became important in the highly emotional Gothic performance. The
Shakespearean characters had already given the tragic actors the possibility of
displaying strong emotions through a codified gallery of mimic signs.
Traditionally, the players would portray their passions in-between their speeches
through pantomimic devices, in what may be called an imitational style. This
acting technique found a theoretical counterpart in the contemporary social and
biological discourses of the body, which maintained that the body (especially the
actor’s) could fully express itself through an array of mimic emotions.28 This
method was enhanced by the use of picturesque poses, i.e. tableaux/freezes that
illustrated particular episodes which became more common during the eighteenth
century with the rise of the pictorial stage. Interestingly, these picturesque poses
were reminiscent of the contemporary vogue for artistic attitudes popularised in
high society by Lady Emma Hamilton, which many critics see as derivative of
ancient pantomime. John Wilton-Ely, in particular, compares Emma Hamilton’s
dramatic improvisations to a pioneering form of performance art.2°

Tableaux usually characterised a climactic segment in the drama such as the
final scene. Their fixity and the suspension of action must have highly impressed
the audience, as suggested by the final tableau of Raymond and Agnes; or, the
Bleeding Nun of Lindemberg, a spin-off of The Monk:

[Robert] aims a dagger at [Agnes] — she screams, and falls on her knee. Raymond,

Theodore, and Marguerette rush in. Robert falls by Raymond’s dagger — he rises, and aims

at Raymond —Marguerette seizes a pistol, and shoots him. Theodore overcomes Claude.

Jaques is shot by another pistol from Marguerette. Raymond and Agnes embrace. The
Bleeding Nun appears in the centre at the back —she blesses them — they kneel. Tableau.

28 See J. Roach, The Player’s Passion, Cit.

29, Wilton-Ely, “Emma at Home: Lady Hamilton and Her "Attitudes". Public lecture available at
http://www.pba.org/afn/event.php?forumEventld=231 Accessed in October, 2008.
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(11, ii)30
Dramatic tableaux, often made more effective by special lighting effects,
were quickly adopted by the Gothic novelists. Among these, Lewis appropriated
the visual and physical lexicon of the dramatic tableau in a very effective rescue
scene in The Monk (Vol. 11, Ch. iii). This scene takes place in the dark, inside the
Sepulchre of the Capuchins. The protagonists are a group of “Females, their white
Garments streaming in the blast”.
During this conversation, the Nuns had thrown themselves into various attitudes:
One knelt, and addressed herself to heaven; Another hid her face in the lap of her

neighbour; Some listened motionless with fear to the discourse of the supposed Assassin;
while Others embraced the Statue of St. Clare, and implored the protection with frantic

cries.31

As the narrative reaches a key point, Lewis freezes it in a moment of lingering
visual climax. On the level of narrative mode, third-person narration approaches
the form typical of staging directions. With the term ‘staging directions’ | indicate
the pre-staging instructions or the instructions for a possible staging.32

It is worth noticing, however, that throughout the scene as narrative pace
ostensibly slows down, sensorial stimulation is maintained. Within the narrative
freeze frame created by Lewis, the highly theatrical habits of the nuns are visually
evoked; their loud cries and prayers mentioned. “The beams of a Lamp” dart upon
the face of the fugitive female who is approached by Lorenzo in her flight.
Importantly, the face of the beautiful Virginia de Villa-Franca, the fugitive lady,
is dramatically lit up by the one single shaft of light, which appropriated for the
page the dramatic chiaroscuro light effects of ‘sublime’ painting, such as the
figures by Salvator Rosa (1615-1673) and Joseph Wright ‘of Derby’ (1734-

1797).33. Arguably, Lewis envisioned his scene with the eye of a theatre adept, as

30 Grosette, Raymond and Agnes, or The Bleeding Nun of Lindenberg (London: Duncombe, n.d.), p. 26.
31 Lewis, The Monk, cit. The quotations come from pp. 360-61; the italics are mine.
32 pavis, Dictionary of the Theatre, cit. Entry “Stage directions”, pp. 355-58.

33 See for instance An Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump (1768), constructed around a group of
spectators dramatically lit by the light of a single candle. Available from
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If he realised the necessity for Virginia/the actor’s face to be clearly visible to the
readers/audience. This example, | contend, provides an example of how the page
appropriated the forms of the stage; it thus expresses what | have defined in the
Introduction to this study the ur-theatricality of the Gothic novel.

Georgian theories towards attitude and speech were based on the concept of
Nature, which in fact did not indicate reality as such, but rather an idealised
version of it, purified of all imperfections and strongly suggestive of the
emotions. The lexicography of expressions compiled in 1698 by Charles Le Brun
(Méthode pour apprendre a dessiner les passions, publ. ¢.1702) provided the fine
artists with precise visual norms towards the iconical and plastical representation
of twenty-four passions. The treatise, which was strongly indebted to Descartes’
Les passions de ['ame (1649), appeared in English translation in 1734 with the
title A Method to Learn to Design the Passions.34 The Georgian actors could refer
to classical statuary or galleries of codified poses that signified such various
emotions as grief, fear, horror, and joy, exactly as in Charles Le Brun’s heads. For
instance, in The Elements of Dramatic Criticism (1775) theatre critic and historian
William Cooke recommended the study of the following masterpieces: for the

actors the two Antinouses, Hercules Farnese, Apollos Belvidere and de Medici,

http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/joseph-wright-of-derby-an-experiment-on-a-bird-in-the-air-
pump Accessed on March, 20 2006.

34 A Method to Learn to Design the Passions remained the most influential reference book for actors and
painters alike throughout the eighteenth century along with a small number of essays: Samuel Foote’s
anonymous A Treatise on the Passions, so far as they regard the Stage (1747), John Hill’s The Actor, or a
Treatise on the Art of Playing (1750, revised and extended in 1755), Roger Pickering’s Reflections upon
Theatrical Expression (1755), and, finally, Aaron Hill’s essays in The Prompter (1734-36) and The Art of
Acting: deriving rules from a new principle, for touching the passions in a natural manner. (1746). In 1769
The Art of Acting was adapted into French by Antonio Fabio Sticotti as Garrick, or les acteurs anglais,
prompting Diderot to write his famous Paradoxe (Paradox on the Actor, ¢.1773). See M. Shortland,
“Unnatural Acts: Art and Passion on the Mid-Eighteenth-Century Stage”, Theatre Research International,
Vol. 12, No 2 (1987), pp. 93-110 and G. Taylor, “ ‘The Just Delineation of the Passions’: Theories of Acting
in the Age of Garrick™, in K. Richards and P. Thompson (eds.), Essays on the Eighteenth Century English
Stage (London: Methuen, 1982), pp. 67-69. As suggested in my discussion of Baillie’s poem, “To Mrs.
Siddons” (pp. 139-141), Hill’s The Art of Acting valued empathy and intuition over imitation, thus pointing
to more Romantic cultural values. It does not surprise then that it remained popular for many years and had a
reprint in 1821.
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Caracalla, Fighting and Dying Gladiators, for the actresses Venus de Medici,
Venus de Calipaedia, Diana, Flora, and The Graces.3>

A few years after their appearance in print, twelve among Le Brun’s heads
were etched by Francis Hayman -a scene designer, painter, as well as long-
standing collaborator of Garrick’s, of whom he also made a very famous portrait—
and were collected in an actor’s manual called Dodsley’s Preceptor (1748), thus
highlighting the didactic purpose proper of these practical lists.3¢ Le Brun’s
representation of “Fright” was also the model of the mask of Terror behind Sarah
Siddons’s throne in Joshua Reynold’s “Sarah Siddons as the Tragic Muse”
(1784).

The complex yoking of emotionalism with judgment and experience
(already expressed in John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding,
1690), sensibility and physiology —ultimately, in eighteenth-century terms, Nature
and Art— represents one of the formal expressions of Enlightenment empiricism in
the theatre.

During the so-called ‘Age of Garrick’ the debate about the actor focused on
whether the player “experienced genuine emotion while he is performing or it
merely represented it technically.”37 Diderot’s Paradoxe crowned Garrick actor
sublime because he succeeded in showing perfect self-possession and technical
control but no sensibility (nulle sensibilité, as the French philosopher put it).38
The vitality of Garrick’s interpretation relied on total physicality and constantly
changing facial expression, which succeeded in giving bodily form to the kinetic

flux of the Passions in a display of virtuous duality (the player’s

35 5ee A. S. Downer, “Nature to Advantage Dressed: Eighteenth-Century Acting”, Publications of the
Modern Language Association of America, VVol. 58 (1943), p. 1028.

36 The Enlightenment discussion on the passions was influenced by the Scottish moral philosophers and the
empirical school, as in the works of Francis Hutchenson (An Essay on the Nature and Conduct of the
Passions and Affections, 1728), David Hume (Treatise of Human Nature, 1739-40), and Adam Smith
(Theory of Moral Sentiments, 1759).

37 ). Benedetti J., David Garrick and the Birth of Modern Theatre (Methuen, London, 2001), p. 182.
38 5ee J. Roach, The Player’s Passion, cit., pp. 134-142.
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identification/self-alienation) that was pointedly described by James Boswell as a
kind of double feeling (London Magazine, 1770).

Approaching the end of the century, however, the new Romantic aesthetic
principles applied to the representational arts brought forth an innovative
typology of acting, a development of Garrick’s naturalistic style, which was aptly
described by James Boaden with the label “heart in action.”3° Joanna Baillie’s
poem “To Mrs Siddons” (publ. 1823) gives us a fascinating posthumous
description of the late eighteenth-century acting techniques. Hinging on the
correlated categories of impetuous dynamism and grand stasis, the poems testifies

to how the “tragic queen ['s] mightiest spell”40 worked.

To Mrs Siddons Semiotics of the passions
The impassion’d changes of thy beauteous face, FACE ?T
Thy stately form, and high imperial grace, FORM, ?fg g?
DEMEANOUR “ 5
Thine arms impetuous toss’d, thy robe’s wide flow, BODY MOVEMENT, § =
COSTUME 0Q %
And the dark tempest gather’d on thy brow, COUNTENANCE o g :;
PATHOGNOMY 283
What time thy flashing eye and lip of scorn EYE, 22
LIP o83
Down to the dust thy mimic foes has borne, & S 35
Remorseful musings, sunk to deep dejection, AIR g, =]
The fix’d and yearning looks of strong affection, LOOKS g 3
The active turmoil a wrought bosom rending, SYMPATHETIC g3
IMAGINATION =
When pity, love, honour are contending: PRIMARY PASSIONS4! =
They who beheld of this, right well, | ween,
A lovely, grand, and wondrous sight have seen.42 SIDDONS AS A
SYSTEM OF MULTIPLE
LINGUISTIC,
EMOTIONAL, AND
GESTURAL SIGNS.

393, Boaden, The Life of Mrs Jordan including Original Private correspondence, and numerous anecdotes
of her contemporaries, 2 vols. (Edward Bull, London, 1831), vol. I, p. iii.

40 Baillie, “To Mrs. Siddons”, in A. Mellor and R. Matlak (eds.) British Literature, 1780-1830 (Fort Worth-
London: Harcourt Brace College Publishers, 1996), p. 497, Il. 6 and 40.

41 1n An Essay on the Art of Acting Aaron Hill analysed the passions into ten, Joy, Sorrow, Fear, Scorn,
Anger, Amazement, Jealousy, Revenge, Love, and Pity.

42 Baillie, “To Mrs. Siddons”, cit., 11. 11-22.
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Joanna Baillie’s theatrical skills focus on Sarah Siddons’s aesthetics of
representing, with which Baillie must have been very familiar since the actress
played Jane de Monfort with great acclaim. In the above passage Siddons’s acting
style is presented as a multicoded system that can be anatomised almost
scientifically, as if it were a pathognomic theatre. Firstly Baillie emphasizes the
actress’s look. Then she considers the gestural, body and facial codes Siddons
activated, for the benefit of the ideal (arguably, play-going) reader. Baillie maps
the actress’s body: precise references to the “face”, “arms”, “brow”, “eye”, “lip”
of Siddons chart the visual stimuli to which the reader/spectator is exposed.
Baillie then turns her attention to the actress’s declamatory art in an analysis

that adheres to what Aaron Hill termed the ‘primary passions’ (Joy, Sorrow, Fear,
Scorn, Anger, Amazement, Jealousy, Revenge, Love, and Pity). After specifically
mentioning “pity” and “love”, Baillie details Siddons’s changing passions as
expressed through the player’s tone of voice and manner of utterance (underlined
in the passage):

Thy varied accents, rapid, fitful, slow,

Loud rage, and fear’s snatch’d whisper, quick and low,

The burst of stifled love, the wail of grief,

And tones of high command, full, solemn, brief,

The change of voice, and emphasis that threw
Light on obscurity, and brought to view

Distinctions nice, [.. .].43

A similar description of Siddons’ embodiment of emotional variety (indicated in
italics in the above passage) is suggested by Helena Maria Williams’s “Sonnet to
Mrs Siddons” (1786): “Repeat the tones each changing passion gives, / Or mark
where nature in thy action lives, / Where, in thy pause, she speaks a pang

untold!”44 Significantly, in a further exemplification of the reciprocal

43 Baillie, “To Mrs. Siddons”, cit., 11. 23-29.

44 1n Helen Maria Williams. Poems. In two volumes. Vol. 2 (London: printed by A. Rivington and J.
Marshall, for Thomas Cadell, 1786), pp. 161-62 (ll. 6-8). The italics are mine. Available from Eighteenth
Century Collections Online. Gale. Available at
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relationships between genres and forms that characterises the late Georgian age,

the sub-genre of thespian poetry appropriates theatre writings. In effect anatomies

of men and women actors similar to those offered by Williams and Baillie

frequently occurred in contemporary theatrical accounts. For instance, Boaden

quotes an anonymous portrait of Mrs Siddons, which describes as in a list the

actress’s figure, face, countenance, voice, eye, and memory.4°

The documents relating to Siddons’s acting suggest that the Romantic actors

and actresses would keep each stance for a certain length of time, changing to

another attitude with every new emotion. This succession increased during the

final act, during which the actors employed their most famous claptraps to make

the audience weep, startle and shudder. One detailed example is recorded in

William Macready’s recollection of Siddons as Mrs. Beverley in Edward Moore’s

The Gamester (1753), one of her leading roles. The passage is reported in the

table below, in the left hand-side column; the semiotic analysis of the passage is

in the right hand-side column.

The climax to her sorrows [Sarah Siddons as
Mrs Beverley in The Gamester] and sufferings
was in the dungeon, when on her knees, holding
her dying husband, he dropped lifeless from her
arms. Her glaring eyes were fixed in stony
blankness on his face; the powers of life seemed
suspended in her; her sister and Lewson gently
raised her, and slowly led her resistless from the
body, her gaze never for an instant averted from
it; when they reach [sic] the prison door she
stopped, as if awakened from a trance, uttered
a shriek of agony that would have pierced the
hardest heart, and rushing from them, flung
herself, as if for union in death, on the prostate

form before her.46

CLIMAX

GAZE

GAZE
POINT [stop-shriek-fling]
AUDITOR’S INFERENCES

PLAYER’S PLASTIC IMAGINATION

RECEPTIVE DISPOSITION:
ADMIRATION AND COMPASSION

http://find.galegroup.com/ecco/infomark.do?&contentSet=ECCOA rticles&type=multipage&tab|D=T001&pr

0dld=ECCO&docld=CW3313196402&source=gale&userGroupName=glasuni&version=1.0&docLevel=FA

SCIMILE .Accessed on 19 June 2009.
45 Boaden, Memoirs of Mrs Siddons, cit. pp. 170-71.

46w C. Macready’s Reminiscences, and Selections from his Diaries and Letters, ed. by Sir Frederick
Pollock, London, 1875, vol. I, p.p. 55-56, cit. in ibid. p. 1019. All emphases are mine.