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Although the Gothic novel has its origins in the late
eighteenth century, it may be viewed as a socially relevant novel
of protest. Traditionally operating as a novel of dissent
although ultimately upholding currently accepted social norms,

the Gothic nmovel uses these ional societal and
gender roles against themselves in order to displace them as the
existing . This hni continues through

to some of our modern neo-Gothic novels.

Both Jane Urquhart and Margaret Atwood have produced novels
which focus on Gothic heroines and the means that they use in
their relationships to escape from restrictive roles. Despite
their need for personal reassurance and stability, their
relationships remain uncertain because they justifiably distrust
their sometimes seemingly villainous mates. Though they are
frequently uneasy, this fear is not primarily of the men
involved. Instead, the fear is of being ultimately alome.

the are to i to dream of their
Byronic hero based on the Gothic villain while forming a
relationship they regard as less important. This Gothic pattern
is both created by these women and imposed upon them.

The Gothic works out of the context of a patriarchal social

The ate the app: social behaviours
of the Gothic format in order to attempt to regain some autonomy.
They invariably seek the well worn canfo:t of u.ily clussxhabl'

character types and shrink from the
of good and evil in common everyday existence. They sometimes
bi » most often, the heroine is too

overtly uvolvad in hcr own myth-making to be able to reflect
upon internal revelationms.

Both Urquhart and Atwood use Gothic techniques to state and
to argue the case for the average woman who is caught in a

g social ion. By the role of the anti-
Gothic heroine, who in both authors is the primary focus rather
than mere they are the number of

possibilities opm to her and subsequently, to their readers.
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Chapter One

STRUCTURING A FEMINIST GOTHIC:

THE VISION OF ATWOOD ANWD URQUHART

Traditionally, the Gothic genre has claimed the terrifying
and the supernatural as its domain. All of the trappings of
horror are inherent within it. However, sophisticated late
twentieth-century sociological critical interpretations place the
Gothic genre within a social construct which allows for the
attempted emancipation of women through this literary form.

These subtle methods of social y include ing the

patriarchy's socially acceptable situations as a challenge for
the Gothic heroine to overcome. The means by which the heroine
is able to extricate herself from the morass of fright and of
confusion as well as the fact that she can care for herself
develops the notion that females are capable of independence
despite the common socially imposed expectations that females are
powerless. Emily St. Aubert successfully retains her single
status against the mounting pressure of Montoni until she is able
to choose her own suitor, Valancourt. However, Ann Radcliffe
concludes her Gothic novel, The Mysteries of Udolpho, at the

point when Emily has made her decision to marry. Once the



commitment to the marriage has been finalized, any concept of
female autonomy must be abandoned in favour of subordinating all
personal desires to the eventual husband.

Although the Gothic novel has its origins in the late
eighteenth century, it still may be viewed as a socially relevant
novel of protest. Traditionally operating as a novel of dissent,
although ultimately upholding currently accepted social norms,
the Gothic novel uses these conventional societal concepts and
gender roles directly against themselves in order to displace
them as the existing dominant constructs. This technique
continues through to some of our modern Gothic novels. As Susan

Rosowski notes with particular reference to Margaret Atwocd,

Gothic novels generally use y social s in
order to subvert them: "...Atwood turns this tradition back upon
itself, confronting the Gothic dimensions that exist within our
social mythology" (197). With this original and socially
relevant focus, Atwood has created in Lady Oracle a new type of
novel--the "anti-gothic"--a term coined by Atwood herself during
an interview (Struthers 23-24).

Margaret Atwood and Jane Urquhart are two Canadian novelists

who are reworking the traditional Gothic novel. Their novels use



strong Gothic elements which have been, with the notable
exception of Lady Oracle, overloocked.

The implementation of Gothic motifs might at first appear to
be inappropriate for these two authors. Atwood, in particular,

is known as a feminist writer. The same might also be said of

Jane t. U t's female ers are unilaterally

unafraid to defy convention and to pursue their own convictions
at the cost of alienating themselves from society. As in Atwood,
her families do not always claim precedence over the main female
character's other personal responsibilities and desires. The
authors' female characters seek self-fulfilment instead of
maintaining a conventional status quo. Conversely, on the
surface, Gothic traditions insist upon the triumph of the social
order and upon the ultimate subjection of women: a seemingly
unusual genre for the feminist writer to attempt to recreate in
the context of the late twentieth century. As well, the Gothic
conventions were well established by the close of the eighteenth
century, although the genre continued to be developed in the
nineteenth century with the composition of such novels as
Erankenstein (1818), Bleak House (1853), Dracula (1897), and with
the work of Nathaniel Hawthorne. Therefore, this would appear to

be a stale and weary formula.



However, the Gothic novel may not be so inappropriate a
choice for Atwood and Urquhart. They are both socially aware of
conventionally defined roles for women and are conscious of the
restrictions imposed upon women from childhood. As in The
Handmaid's Tale, the social order is redefined, and although
often the neo-Gothic novels of Atwood and Urquhart end
ambiguously and frequently without a positive conclusion, the
female--in this case, Offred--has made an effort to subvert the
male-delineated social order in terms of her own personal world
by means of her valiant escape from Gilead. She has also
transgressed the rules of her society by having an affair with
one of the other servants. Even though this behaviour has
serious and potentially dangerous repercussions, Offred deems the
price of the risk to be less than the value of her personal
happiness. Offred has transgressed the traditional social
expectations of a Gothic heroine.

Gothic literature also makes use of the pattern of the
rebellious female. Its heroines are women in circumstances of
some distress who have been deprived of male protection. They
must therefore rely solely upon themselves if they wish to avoid

sexual or physical assault. Typically, the heroines do not ask

to be cast in such a role but ci ces have this of



them. They are able to speak for themselves and generally are
discerning about the nature of the other characters. As noted by
Kay J. Mussell, the female Gothic has not been cast aside by the
general female readership. Instead, it has become an ever-
popular form of escape literature for women: "It is an escape

from powerl , from meaningl , from lack of identity

except through the performance of unstable and unsatisfying
roles, and from the covert perception of the hollowness of the
promises of social mythology about women's lives" (Female Gothic
67). Both Atwood and Urquhart create worlds of alternate
possibilities that combat this social mythology in their novels.
By making use of an accepted format with which many readers
are previously familiar, Atwood is able to present a believable,
realistic character, Joan, who is confronted with satirical stock
situations such as the unsettling experience of being spied upon

and/or yielding her virginity to a count. This same type of

realistic in her novels. Atwood's
anthology, Second Words, contains an essay entitled "The Curse of
Eve--Or, What I Learned in School". In this article, Atwood

comments that up until the nineteenth century the female
character was portrayed as the "Solitary Weeper," (note the

ironic reference to Wordsworth's "The Solitary Reaper"), a



passive character whose "only activity is running away." She

goes on to say:

Suppose, however, that I want to create a female character
who is not a natural force, whether good or evil; who is not
a passive Solitary Weeper; who makes decisions, performs
actions, causes as well as endures events, and has perhaps
even some ambition, some creative power. What stories does

my culture have to tell me about such women?" (222-23).

By choosing for a model a superficially conventional form of
literature, such as the Gothic novel, Atwood is successfully able
to present a redefined prototype of a female character and
subsequently is able to Jdevelop new social mythologies. Atwood's
audience is familiar with Gothic conventions and is therefore
able to appreciate her manipulations of them. Therefore, her
choice of the Gothic form enters into a dialogue with the
perceived codes of behaviour for women which results in alternate
paradigms for them. By using a literature of simultaneous
subversion and compliance, Atwood is able to develop a new form

of literature--the anti-Gothic.



As previously mentioned, the Gothic heroine may also be
considered to be a rebel against society's dictates. By using
the Gothic motifs, Atwood connects with a body of literature
primarily written by women and for female audiences which
contains seeds of independence for the discerning reader.

Both Urquhart and Atwood admit to a compelling interest in
nineteenth-century fiction. Urquhart describes her literary
tastes: "For a long time I found myself attracted to nineteenth,
early twentieth century writing....Tangible ghosts in a way...the
lure of the past. I also like to read writers of the unreal"
(Hancock 32). She also mentions that "....the books that I read
as a child still influence me the most...I read Jane Eyre and
Wuthering Heights when I was nine and I feel precisely the same
way about those books today as I did then" (Hancock 25).

Urquhart's use of Gothic is not as immediately apparent as
Atwood's, but she reworks the motifs in a style comparable to
Atwood's. In her texts, the main female characters, after some
initial confusion, make the effort to rebel against conventional
codes of behaviour in romantic relationships. This pattern
parallels the character constructions of Atwood's Lady Oracle as
well as those of several of Atwood's other female characters,

such as the women in The Robber Bride. Maud Grady also
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introduces an element of the grotesque with her macabre obsession
with her cataloguing of body parts salvaged from the Niagara
River. Urquhart, like Atwood, reworks the Gothic novel in order
to present her vision of a more equitable world for women. The

arena of social commentary and social criticism is broadened by

in ing the 1l elements which are inherent in the

Gothic novel, thereby increasing the possibility for alternative
realities and experiences for the reader. If one can accept the
element of the supernatural as a valid part of reality in this
age of science and technology, this acceptance increases the
probability that the socially constructed realities imposed on
women can be more easily challenged and expanded. As well, the
supernatural elements contained in the Gothic form and those
which are used by Urquhart and Atwood may be seen as metaphors.

As Margot Northey points out, "....despite the interest in

social realism or social analysis in many modern novels, the
gothic spirit hovers close by the fictional scene, frequently
throwing dark shadows over the landscape and its inhabitants"
(69) . By reintroducing the elements of Gothic writing, Atwood
and Urquhart make use of stereotypical motifs to uncover the
darker aspects of our society. The Gothic atmosphere often

present in Canadian literature permits a layering of realities



for its readers. This layering expands the realm of the possible
by incorporating surreal elements in a quasi-plausible fashion.
Thus, alternate models of being become theoretically accessible
in the minds of Atwood's and Urquhart's readers.

These alternate models are based upon a combination of

romance and realism:

"....Women writers claim their textual space by disruptive
tactics, subverting conventions of realism by shifts into
fantasy or romance, by mixing genres so that one code is
superimposed upon another. Through such split-level
discourse they create a doubled vision which is also a
characteristically feminine entertainment of simultaneous

alternatives" (Howells and Hunter 72).

By concurrently writing upon the levels of both realism and dark
romance, both Atwood and Urquhart create paradigms of female
awareness. Atwood is able to develop her own version of a

realistic female character who is neither purely evil nor deified

perfection. U t, with the of Arianna Ether,
removes her from the context of a male-driven relationship and

places her within an environment where no action is required at



all. Arianna is simply free to exist and to float about.
Therefore, by use of the Gothic form, these two Canadian authors
are coastructing characters who are impervious to moral censure
and are able to portray representations of everyday, slightly
flawed females who most frequently do not manage to achieve feats
of heroic magnitude.

Rewriting the terms of the social mythology on behalf of its
literary hercines must involve the creation of definitions. So
in a discussion of Lady Oracle during an interview, Atwood has
formalized her redefinition of the Gothic novel as an "anti-

gothic" novel.

I think in an anti-gothic what you're doing is examining the
perils of gothic thinking, as it were. And one of the
perils of gothic thinking is that gothic thinking means that
you have a scenario in your head which involves certain
roles--the dark, experienced man who is possibly evil and
possibly good, the rescuer, the mad wife, and so on--and
that as you go to real life you tend to cast real people in
these roles as Joan does. Then when you find out that the

real people don't fit these two-dimensional roles, you can
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either discard the roles and try to deal with the real

person or discard the real person (Struthers 23-24).

Effectively, what Atwood is describing here are her efforts
to rework the techniques of a previous generation by using an
approximation of their own language and symbols. In so doing,
she is entering into what Bakhtin identifies as "double-voiced
discourse" which is defined as "....another's speech in another's
language, serving to express authorial intentions but in a
refracted way" (324). The full appreciation of this writing--the
anti-gothic or the neo-gothic--may best be approached employing
an Anglo-American feminist paradigm with consideration of
Bakhtin. Although in "Freedom of Interpretation: Bakhtin and
the Challenge of Feminist Criticism", Wayne Booth contends that
these two critical schools must be mutually exclusive given
Bakhtin's unrelenting prejudicial support of Rabelais and of
Dostoevsky, Booth overlooks the argument of Anglo-American theory
itself which frequently and unavoidably operates within the
framework of the patriarchy. The Anglo-American critical focus
is concerned solely with the role of woman within the patriarchal

historical context.
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However, proponents of Anglo-American feminism are generally
anti-theorists, as argued by Mary Eagleton in her introduction to

Feminist Literary Criticism. Instead of focusing on contemporary

critical , the "gy itic dedicates herself to the
female author and character and develops theories and
methodologies based on female experience, the touchstone of
authenticity. The gynocritic discovers in her authors and

an ing of female identity--not that she

expects that her authors and heroines to be superwomen, but the
essential struggle will be towards a coherent identity, a
realization towards selfhood and autonomy® (9). Elaine Showalter
expresses her views as follows: "Gynocrit:.s begins at the point
when we free ourselves from the linear absolutes of male literary
history, stop trying to fit women between the lines of the male
tradition, and focus instead on the newly visible world of female
culture" (131).

Gynocritics attempt to rescue neglected women writers from
the graveyards of ignorance. They trace the role of the heroine
as opposed to the expected role of the hero. As Nancy K. Miller
notes in "Emphasis Added: Plots and Plausibilities in Women's
Fiction" with reference to French writers "....the reader's

sense of security, itself dependent on the heroine's, comes from
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feeling, not that the heroine will triumph in some conventionally
positive way, but that she will transcend the perils of plot with
a self-exalting dignity" (346-347). In Atwood's "anti-gothic"
novel, Lady Oracle, her heroine, Joan, is the ultimate controller
of the plot, for she plans all of its machinations with her
manipulation of truth. In some respects, Joan takes on
characteristics normally attributed to the mysterious male.

However, gynocriticism cannot remain in total isolation from
the critical dialogue outside boundaries established by gender,
and must therefore, participate within the critical dialogue.
Gynocriticism has been attacked for wishing to replace the master
narrative with the mistress narrative. Nothing would be changed
under a matriarchal literature with the one exception of the
title. In this respect, gynesis (French feminist theory) is
correct in its gender-neutral critical pursuits because it
studies primarily feminine writing in the context of male authors
and theorists. Some of the main proponents of this ctype of
feminist theory are Julia Kristeva, Toril Moi and Helene Cixous.

According to Moi,

....the fact that there are no purely female

intellectual traditions available to us is not as depressing
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as it might have been. What is important is whether we can
produce a recognisable feminist impact through our specific

use (appropriation) of available material. This emphasis on

the ive ion of other i ' material in
a way simply restates what creative thinkers and writers
have always done: nobody thinks well in a vacuum, nor does

anybody ever live in one (119).

By avoiding the history of the previous male theorists and
avoiding the study of male writers, gynesis argues that feminism
remains marginalized--a sub-form of literary criticism. It is
only by appropriating the literary texts into the context of
feminist criticism that female writers and critics claim their
rightful position within the discipline of literary studies.

For the purposes of this thesis, feminism will be defined as
a focus on the identity of the female within the context of the
patriarchy and how the role of the feminine is played out within
the confines of this environment. However, in accordance with

the ideas of gynesis, Bakhtinian analysis will be introduced as a

male ical f . Itis i ate to bypass the

critical thought of Bakhtin simply because of his historical

contribution to the patriarchy.
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Bakhtin becomes a relevant theorist for this thesis in his
use of the term "heteroglossia". For Bakhtin, an utterance's
meaning is determined by its participation "in the 'unitary
language' (in its centripetal forces and tendencies) and at the
same time partakes of social and historical heteroglessia (the
centrifugal, stratifying forces" (272). Thus, the language of an
epoch, of an era, or of a generation is fleeting and elusive. It
can never fully signify the same intent to another. He strongly
differentiates between poetry and artistic prose by arguing that
the poetical expression is one sole personal expression whereas
the prose writer in the novel must engage in heteroglossia and
thus open the work to a variety of interpretations in using semi-
alien language or alien language in the dialogues of characters
or in the authorial voice. The very nature of artistic prose
necessitates appropriating the language of others and engaging in

a multitude of meanings on a number of social strata:

The prose writer as a novelist does not strip away the
intentions of others from the heteroglot language of his
works, he does not violate those socio-ideological cultural
horizons (big and little worlds) that open up behind

heteroglot languages--rather, he welcomes them into his
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work. The prose writer makes use of words that are already
populated with the social intentions of others and compels
them to serve his own new intentions, to serve a second
master. Therefore the intentions of the prose writer are
refracted, and refracted at different angles, depending on
the degree to which the refracted, heteroglot languages he
deals with are socio-ideologically alien, already embedded

and already objectivized (299-300).

Bakhtin is a sociologically oriented theorist. 1In his
argument in "Discourse in the Novel", he gives several examples
of how language may be claimed by an author but may still be the
apparent property of another. He includes an excerpt from

Dickens' Little Dorritt.

In a day or two it was announced to all the town, that
Edmund Sparkler, Esquire, son-in-law of the eminent Mr.
Merdle of worldwide renown, was made one of the Lords
of the Circumlocution Office; and proclamation was
issued, to all true believers, that this admirable
appointment was to be hailed as a graceful and gracious

Decimus, to that commercial interest which must ever in
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a great commercial country--and all the rest of it,
with blast of trumpet. So, bolstered by this mark of
Government homage, the wonderful Bank and all the other
wonderful undertakings went on and went up; and gapers
came to Harley Street, Cavendish Square, only to look

at the house where the golden wonder lived (303).

It is Bakhtin's contention that the italics mark the point where
"the speech of another is introduced into the author's discourse

(the story) in concealed form, that is, without any of the formal

usually ing such speech" (303). This is the
method used by both Atwood and Urquhart.

Each of these writers incorporates Gothic terminoclogy and
Gothic motifs within the context of their own writing. Each of
these motifs has unavoidable historical reverberations as well as
contemporary significances. Thus, heteroglossia is working on
their Gothic elements leading to various interpretations for each
class and sub-class of readers of Atwood and Urquhart. It
becomes essential that in examining their neo-Gothic fiction,
that one has an approximate knowledge of the historical

significance of the Gothic novel in order to appreciate the more
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current essence of the written word. The recurring Gothic motifs
of Atwood and Urquhart are primarily directed towards their
female characters, thereby creating a female-oriented novel.

Both authors make use of the elements of the traditionally
accepted Gothic novel in their feminist neo-Gothic novels. These
elements combine in the swirl of the centripetal and centrifugal
forces of Bakhtin to create an original message. This message is
a simple one--that females should be able and willing to take
responsibility for themselves. The paradigms of the fleeing
damsel are outmoded. The former elements of female repression
transform into elements of freedom when a subversive genre, which
has frequently whispered support for women, is used. For example
in Changing Heaven, it is only when she materializes into a ghost
that Arianna is truly able to experience freedom. In terms of

the traditional Gothic novel, the ghostly spectre is a symbol for

regret, or for ge. U t is able to transgress
the normal expectations of the reader in order to present the
alternative message of reclaimed power. Conversely, Atwood's
characters are often unable to extricate themselves from the trap
of indecisiveness and from the prevailing Gothic model of

blushing heroines and virile males.
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This type of criticism has not yet been explored in the

context of this area and in fact, generally, the element of
Gothic writing in Canadian fiction has been overlooked by
Canadian critics. There are, however, a few exceptions. The
most substantial work completed to date is Margot Northey's The
Haunted Wilderness. She notes that the term "gothic" has three
main areas of analysis: spiritual, psychological and social. As
argued here, she suggests that "....the social connotation of
gothicism is played down by critics" (5). In her analysis of
Atwood's Surfacing, she defines it as being sociological gothic
which the Americans considered to be the "primary evil" (67).
The sense of malaise inherent in Gothic works is caused by "two
equally dangerous alternatives, the double menace of nature and
civilization" (67). In The Haunted Wilderness, Northey concludes
that, "By taking us into mysterious spiritual and psychological
realms, gothic writers have provided an alternative to the more
familiar paths of realistic writers" {110). Although Northey
expresses an interest in sociological readings of Canadian Gothic
literature, her approach is restricted to this type of reading
and she does not consider a feminist approach, which is crucial

for reading Atwood.
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Margery Fee comments on the work of Margot Northey and of
Eli Mandel with reference to their study of the Gothic elements
in Canadian fiction. According to her, the search for a unique
Canadian identity has been the primary focus of their work. They
have developed a comparison between Canada and the Gothic heroine
with Canada being pursued by the United States instead of a
villain. The only other work related to Canadian Gothic
literature is an essay by Atwood, "Canadian Monsters: Some
Aspects of the Supernatural in Canadian Fiction"; this approach
does not have much relevance to this thesis.

There have been several studies completed which concentrate

specifically on the Gothic in Atwood, with references to Lady

Oracle and Surfacing. In "Atwood Gothic", Eli Mandel discusses
her poetry as well as Surfacing, contending that the Gothic

aspects of her work arise mainly from her preoccupation with
totemic animals and her customary fascination with mirrors and
reduplication. Although Mandel's original premise of the
influence of Gothic writing upon Atwood is correct, since the
date of publication of this essay in 1977, Atwood's development
of the Gothic genre has far exceeded the scope of Mandel's
argument. Other critics of Atwood's use of Gothic motifs include

Sybil Korff Vincent, Susan Rosowski, and Arnold and Cathy
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Davidson. Their studies will be mentioned in the chapter on Lady
Qracle.

In order to fully appreciate the manner in which Atwood and
Urquhart have integrated the Gothic style into their work, one
must have an understanding of the Gothic techniques. Generally
speaking, the techniques which originally developed in the
eighteenth century became universal in their application and,
very quickly, were essential in creating the horrifying
atmosphere that so delighted and still entertains its readers.

Gothic literature had its origin in Horace Walpole's The
Castle of Otranto (1764). This novel contained much of the
eventually traditional established formula for Gothic novels such
as an exotic location far removed from England both in space and
in time, ghosts, threatening male figures, heroes, and
inexplicable events (such as bleeding statues). Walpole does not
attempt to placate the reader at the conclusion of his novel by
offering implausible explanations for the supernatural events as
some of his followers did.

In Ann Radcliffe's novels, virtue is always rewarded by a
happy marriage. Young innocent ladies who are at the mercy of
cruel men and who proclaim their virtue and innocence never seem

to be harmed, escaping unscathed. Emily in The Mysteries of
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Udolpho and Ellena in The Italian both manage successfully to
attract the appropriate valiant heroes and to disarm the would-be
villains. Of these picneers in the Gothic genre, Radcliffe is
the most well-known eighteenth century Gothic writer today--
possibly because of Northanger Abbey, Jane Austen's satire of
The Mysteries of Udolpho.

By the time that Austen was writing her spoof of Gothic
novels, the characteristics of the Gothic novel had become
generally established in the minds of its readers. They were
familiar enough with the Gothic conventions to enjoy the mockery
being made of them in the naivete of Catherine Morland. The
readers of the Gothic novel were attuned to the traditions that
had been implemented by Horace Walpole and that had been further
refined under the craft of Ann Radcliffe. By the end of the
eighteenth century, the Gothic novel as a genre had gained
momentum.

In Gothic fiction, the characters are not generally well
developed. For example, the main characters usually consist of
an innocent, virtuous marriageable young lady who, early in life,

is from the ion of her family of origin and who

frequently is consigned to the dubi care of an al

protector. The heroine has only herself to rely upon in the



23
inevitable trials which confront her in the dangerous
machinations of the plot. Although there is a gallant and brave
man who is desperately in love with her, circumstances and
villains conspire to force distance between the two. Quite
frequently, this young lady and young man are uneasily related.
They are not quite brother and sister but have been brought up in
the same home by the identical father. (Often, the mother has
passed away or met with a mysterious fate. If she is still alive,
there is usually a relationship of conflict established between
the mother and the daughter.) From The Castle of Otranto
onwards, incest becomes an underlying aspect of Gothic
literature.

Generally, the hero and the heroine were both born of noble
families. The main objection to Ellena by Vivaldi's family in
The Italian is that she is of humble birth. However, all is
revealed and it is discovered that the actual conditions
surrounding the family are more exalted than was previously
understood. Normally the revelation of identity is due to a
coincidence such as a unique birthmark, as in the instance of
Theodore in The Castle of Otranto.

Other characters include the villain, the priest who

dispenses frequent advice, a trusted friend, the loyal servant
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and monsters or grotesque humans. An example of a monster would
be the creature which Frankenstein has created--itself a
corruption of humanity--or the character of Heathcliff in
Wuthering Heights who is originally considered to be less than
human by the family. These are examples of the fascination with
the creation of life which Gothicism holds as one of its tenets
well as its rejection of the traditional class structure in
Bronte's Catherine's championing of Heathcliff--a character who
is an outcast from society.

Gothic novels transgressed the polite boundaries of society
and, at the time of their inception, inspired strong negative
reactions. In The Monk, for example, "Monk" Lewis described such
atrocities as the rape of a young girl in a tomb by a young man,
Ambrosio, who later manages to sell his soul to the devil in

order to escape from the Inguisition: "....the appearance of The

Monk in 1796 made its author a showpiece at all the literary
parties of that London season, though it also shocked the
official guardians of morality so deeply that for perhaps a
hundred years it remained bootleg reading" (Fiedler 129).

The characters tend to be portrayed in definitive roles--
either evil or good--and the plot is usually developed in

formulaic patterns. As S.L. Varnado states, "If they were to
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succeed, all respectable Gothic novels had to show evidence of
moldering castles, underground passages, clanking chains, and
ghostly visitants. Once worked out, the formula became
inflexible" (26). Events unfold rapidly amidst a vast
outpouring of emotion. Characters gnash their teeth, emit
horrendous groans at opportune moments, and foam at the mouth.

Despite the apparent departure from reality throughout the
course of the book, at its conclusion, the normal social order is
restored. Supernatural forces have either been adequately
explained or have been appeased by the vindication of the
offended ghost and they vanish under the tranquil peace of the
new order. In this way, Gothic literature proceeds from
Shakespeare's Hamlet. The appearing ghost, the violent reaction
of Claudius at the play and the lethal treacheries of deposing a
king and murder are all similar in scope to the traditional
Gothic novel.

Writers of our generation have taken the Gothic novel and
have proceeded to use it in innovative ways. For example, Atwood
in Bluebeard's Egg and Lady Oracle develops characters who,
despite being apparently confined to a stereotypical Gothic role,
manage successfully to escape to create a new definition of

themselves. This tradition of a female experiencing a profound
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personal change occurs for the first time in Elizabeth Bennet in
Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice: "Jane Austen's herocines are
the first in English fiction to undergo serious moral change"
(Spacks 115). Austen, writing at the same time as the main
flurry of the production of Gothic novels, has an important point
to illustrate here. During this period of literary activity, the
emerging female writers were developing their own personal self-
awareness. This concept of redefinition of self may be
associated with the women writers who were breaking authorial
ground on their own during the emergence of the dark novel of
romance. Developing a new significance for the neo-Gothic form,
critics in their turn have created perspectives on the Gothic
novel beyond its original intent to horrify.

Many critics have read Gothic novels using a variety of
methods. Some of the more useful commentaries include the work
of Ellen Moers, G.R. Thompson, Linda Bayer-Berenbaum, Robert
Kiely and Elizabeth MacAndrew.

Ellen Moers, a pioneer in the field of feminist literary
studies, views Frankenstein as primarily a birth myth and relates
it to Mary Shelley's own tragic experiences as a mother: "Here,
I think, is where Mary Shelley's book is most interesting, most

powerful, and most feminine: in the motif of revulsion against
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newborn life, and the drama of guilt, dread, and flight
surrounding birth and its consequences" (93). A novel such as
Frapkenstein contains no main female character with the exception
of Victor's adopted sister, Elizabeth. When one considers the
biography of Mary Shelley (as Moers does), one is struck by the
hideous intermingling of birth and death which surrounded her
throughout her life. The monster which forever remains nameless
is both the hunter and the hunted for Victor Frankenstein. Their
destinies are inevitably linked together. When we examine the
Gothic texts of Atwood and Urquhart, we notice that very few of
the female characters are mothers. Maud and Mary are the only
ones of Urquhart's characters who have children. Maud's child is
abnormal and Mary abandons her children in her search for her
demon lover. Is it likely that in order to claim the role of
Gothic heroine one must cast aside a maternal role? The answer
would appear to be affirmative.

G.R. Thompson takes the perspective that the historical
Gothic genre is primarily distinct from the works by men. His
approach reinforces the style that Urquhart and Atwood both

employ--a flowing movement of mystery:



Their [these books'] appeal was not intellectual but
emotional. The reader is not invited to unpick a knot, but
to enjoy the emotion of mystery; the knot, indeed, is not
unpicked at all; at the appointed hour an incantation is
breathed over it, and it dissolves, for the methods of an

enchantress are not those of Sherlock Holmes (262).

With the possible exception of Joan Foster, both of the Canadian

writers weave a spell over their fictional world by establishing

their main as the of 1dly qualities.
The novels are not resolved into a happy or into a tragic
conclusion but have an indefinite resolution. For S.L. Varnado,
the power of the Gothic arises out of the idea of the numinous
proposed by Rudolf Otto. The numinous is "man's underlying sense
of supernatural fear, wonder, and delight when he is confronted
by the divine" and "is...the essential goal of the Gothic writer"
(12). Thus, the Gothic evokes an emotional response in the
reader which is the desired end--not the content itself. A
strong emotional response is frequently the reader's reaction as
a result of reading the neo-Gothic novels of both Atwood and

Urquhart. By invoking identifying emotions on the part of the
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readers for the characters, they are able potentially to effect
change in their readers by eliciting hope in alternate realities.

Bayer-Berenbaum says of the revolutionary spirit of

Gothicism that,

Gothicism allies itself with revolutionary movements because
it cannot tolerate any restriction upon the individual, and
thus Gothicism is not merely revolutionary but anarchistic
in its sympathies. As all forms of order disintegrate, the
Gothic mind is free to invade the realms of the socially

forbidden (43).

In a period when religious and social order was disintegrating,
it became a way to reflect the current reality as well as a
method to contain the supernatural or Godhead closer to the
individual. Revolution was the ideal mode of expression for a
society primarily concerned with the individual and freedom. The
decay in the Gothic setting reflects the decay rampant in the
morality and politics. The fervour of the times becomes the
emotional expression in the villain and in the heroine--each
determined that their way was the one to be followed. Neither

was afraid of a resulting clash, as is demonstrated in Emily's
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persistent refusals to fall in with the demands of Montoni.
Emily would not agree to marry the man whom Montoni was
determined that she would marry despite the various unspoken
threats of dire repercussions if she did not cbey his commands.

Kiely makes a telling observation on the characters of the
traditional Gothic novel in his study of the Romantic novel that
will be part of the analysis of Joan in Lady Oracle. He states
that, in the Romantic novel, "the reader discovers the expected
array of Byronic heroes and persecuted heroines, but he also
discovers that they each have their mundane, unimpressive, and
even comic side" (26).

With respect to Urquhart, Elizabeth MacAndrew comments that,
"The central device in Otranto became the most famous of all
Gothic devices: the identity of the castle or house with its
owner. The castle in Walpole's novel is Manfred" (13). 1In The
Whirlpool, Urquhart reverses this device by giving the tent to
Fleda who leaves before the more solid structure being erected
gives more power to David. As well, MacAndrew reads the Gothic
novel in psychological terms. This brand of criticism will come
into use throughout the following chapters.

Finally, Urquhart's use of Gothic techniques is enhanced by

Coral Ann Howells' explanation of the critical idea of emotion in



Gothic fiction. The development of the feelings of the
characters is assisted in its description by the device of
landscape. The Gothic world for Howells is constantly
experiencing the possibility of inherent collapse. Its stability
is drawn into question. She, too, reads conventional Gothic
texts psychologically.

A negative perspective on the Gothic novel comes when it is
associated with the dubious class of the popular novel.
Originally, these novels were written to satiate a burgeoning
middle class who were apparently insufficiently educated to enjoy
the classics and poetry. This group usually consisted of
primarily a female audience. Therefore, aecording to the
educated male upper classes of the eighteenth and the nineteenth
centuries, if a piece of literature was to be presented to the
common reader with no claim to literary pretensions, then it must
by association be considered less than appropriate for study.
Unfortunately, this stigma against the Gothic novel was long
lasting. In the first line of her preface, J.M.S. Tompkins
expresses her opinion clearly: "A book devoted to the display of
tenth-rate fiction stands in need of justification" (v). Before
Tompkins was able to delve into the Gothic genre, she felt the

need to explain her rationale for choosing such an apparently
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disreputable form. All too frequently, the Gothic novel has had
to be defended from public perception that it was a mediocre
genre, as the work of Tompkins illustrates, although the image of
the Gothic novel is now beginning to change perceptibly in a
positive manner.

Some of these critical approaches are not relevant for the
purposes of this study. David Punter for example, has taken a
psychoanalytic approach with Freudian readings. He suggests that
we are so preoccupied with the study of the Gothic novel because
we are fascinated by the possibility that we too, are in

potential danger:

What we have in those writings are two sets of depictions of
psychotic states of mind; the 'dreadful pleasure' evoked by
Gothic fiction...it is also the terror that we may be in
danger of losing our minds, that the madness exemplified in
the text may end up by removing some of our own usual life
co-ordinates and leaving us adrift, the victims of a

transgression which can no longer be healed (7).

According to Leslie Fiedler, another psychoanalytic critic,

the Gothic is a genre which replaces the theme of love in the
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Sentimental novel with terror and which represents the symbiotic
nature of the maiden and the villain:

....the flight itself figures forth the essential meaning of
the anti-bourgeois gothic, for which the girl on the run and
her pursuer become only alternate versions of the same
plight. Neither can rest before the other--for each is the
projection of his opposite--anima and animus--actors in a

drama which depends on both for its significance" (131).

For Fiedler, the Maiden in flight represents "the uprooted soul
of the artist" (131). Although these readings of Gothic novels
are appropriate regarding the original texts for the reasons
previously outlined, the feminist societal approach is a more
appropriate means for broadening the understanding of
contemporary Canadian works. The psychoanalytic approach would
severely limit our readings of these texts by reducing our
understanding of Atwood's and Urquhart's female neo-Gothic
heroines.

Atwood and Urquhart are able to rewrite these familiar
Gothic patterns in order to revive them in original creations

which provide meaning for modern readers. For example,
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Urquhart's main character in The Whirlpool manages to
successfully extricate herself from the stereotype of Laura
Secord, a role which her husband inevitably demands of her. Joan
of Lady Oracle overcomes her personal limitations as a Gothic
heroine and potentially becomes more able to participate in the
actual world without reliance upon the security of lies.

In The Saturated Self, Kenneth Gergen argues that in this
postmodern world in which we are immersed, our sense of self is
vanishing due to the quantity of information that we are expected
to assimilate daily. As well, we are battling two views of the
self--the romantic and the rational. The Gothic novel becomes
more relevant in light of this current debate because it is
precisely these opposing elements which the novel attempts to
integrate. Gose suggests that the genteel emotions of the
Augustan Age were acceptable topics for novels but that the

stronger emotions were the territory of the Gothic novel:

The gothic novel paid lip service to the mild emotions of

sensibility--pity, sorrow, generous feelings--but mainly as
a cushion for its leaps into the ruder chasms of sensation--
hatred, fear, and terror. Atmospherically also, the gothic

novel moved away from fictional realism. Instead of being
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content with the contemporary, the natural and the everyday,
these novels cultivated the past, the supernatural, and the

mysterious (21).

Despite the consensus about the characteristics of the
Gothic novel, there are many differing views about the validity
of its position in the current canon. However, the Gothic novel,
a vehicle of expression that has both denigrated and praised
female abilities, is an emerging presence in Canadian fiction and
is being used to rewrite the female experience as seen in
according to Atwood and Urquhart. The social conventions that
have been followed by women for several hundred years may not in
fact be solely imposed by a socially dominant patriarchy but
instead, may be the result of a long established pattern and
accepted by women themselves. This statement is especially true
for tiae neo-Gothic writing of Atwood.

Although the virtues ostensibly praised by the Gothic
writers are the servitude of women and their subservience to men,
the female characters demonstrate an intelligence and versatility
which would seem to indicate the separate virtue of independence.
Emily St. Aubert, despite repeated attempts on the part of the

various villains in The Mysteries of Udolpho, is able to keep her
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virginity intact for her impending marriage to Valancourt. This
is relevant to Catherine in Wuthering Heights as well. She is
initially inclined to marry Edgar Linton for social position and
for money, but her emotional expression of love for Heathcliff
gives her the only respectable escape from an unhappy marriage
possible in that era--death.

In the following chapters, fiction by Urquhart and Atwood
will be examined in the context of their Gothic content and the
means by which ideas of Gothic relevance will be explored. As
Gilbert and Gubar point out, Gothic heroines who are often
imprisoned in castles or houses are considered to be "captured,
fettered" (83). In Canadian Gothic fiction, we will see how the
heroines manage to escape from both male and societal
constraints.

Current Canadian writers have developed the Gothic form in
new ways through which they are able to make current applicable
social commentary using a well-understood medium. These writers
include not only Atwood and Urquhart but also include Robertson

Davies, Margaret Duley, Sheila Watson and Mordecai Richler. It

is this i ve of an historical genre by

Atwooa and Urquhart which will be examined here. Even though the

origiral tradition has many sexist stereotypes, its females were
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quite adventurous in many ways, exploring uncharted ground for
the times and despite all the odds, they managed to retain their

virginity and their integrity by a combination of both luck and

ingenuity. The ines and

resourcefulness under trying circumstances. Our heroines present
us with new paradigms and models to emulate and upon which to
reflect when Canadian writers explore common fears and threats
both physically and psychologically within the context of an
imperfect society needing improvement. Some of our previously
conceived ideas may require to be reformulated. Are the patterns
of the meek and fleeing heroine really being imposed upon women
or conversely, do women settle for a well-known role? 1If, as
Atwood would seem to suggest in her novels and collections, the
latter is true, then these new paradigms and models must be
forged by women who are courageous enough to break with the
comfortable confines of conventions. The patterns for which
Urquhart would appear to be arguing consist of the quest for a
unique identity within the blurring confines of a relationship
and the need to abandon oneself to one's instincts instead of
maintaining a rigid behaviourial code. If one could find a link

between the two novelists, perhaps it would be that they are both

ating on ion and the fusion of opposites even
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though neither of these is always possible. The females in
question have the choice between personal change or blending
personalities with their loved one while retaining individuality.

In this thesis, a total of five primary texts will be
studied. For Atwood, the chosen works are Lady Oracle and

Bluebeard's Egg. The first, Lady Oracle, will open up a theme

that will i the Atwood : a theme of

longing to know a secret and to break away from the expected
story. Yet the longing experienced by many of Atwood's
characters is exacerbated by their complete inability either to
act or to perceive the reality which surrounds them. As well. in
Atwood's neo-Gothic, women are primarily presented in terms of
their connection to men, and often the females are portrayed as
victims who are fleeing from menacing situations. Lady QOracle
provides the stock Gothic elements and twists them to create a
satire of pathos in the character of Joan. Although the most
obviously Gothic of all of Atwood's writings, the subsequent
texts continue the development of many of the devices used in
Lady Oracle; other Atwood texts, such as Wilderness Tips and The
Robber Bride could be discussed in terms of their Gothic content

but the limitations of space precludes any analysis.
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