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Preface

Gothic American literature offers essential insights into the

history and culture of the United States. This statement

would not have been understood or accepted a few decades

ago.

As late as the 1950s, the Gothic was regarded as a minor

European tradition concerned with gloomy mansions and

imperiled maidens and having little relevance in America.

The achievements of Hawthorne, Melville, and Poe were

accepted, and Faulkner sometimes was called a writer of

Southern Gothic, but the larger pattern of American Gothic,

and the usefulness of the category, was not generally

recognized. I qualify the statement only because a few

earlier scholars, notably Harry Levin in The Power of

Blackness: Hawthorne, Poe, Melville (1958), provided ideas

that anticipate the direction of current scholarship.

In the 1960s, a period of great change in literary studies,

as in many aspects of our culture, the definition of the

Gothic was radically revised, and broadened, both in the

United States and in Europe. While a full account of the

theory of the Gothic will be found in Jerrold Hogle's chapter,

the first in this volume, we should note Leslie Fiedler's Love

and Death in the American Novel (1960) as a paradigm

shifter in American Studies. Fiedler's work made irrelevant

the earlier critical conversation about the contending

romance and novel traditions in American literature, and

defined a single broad tradition of American Gothic

comprising the culture's dark, repressed, and oppositional

elements, running back at least to Charles Brockden Brown.

All subsequent discussions of American Gothic were shaped

by this insight.



At the end of the 1960s, discussion of British and

European Gothic was reenergized by Robert Hume's PMLA

essay “Gothic Versus Romantic” and the debate it provoked.

Through the 1970s and 1980s, a number of works on

American Gothic appeared, in many instances extending

Fiedler's ideas. Uncanny American Fiction: Medusa's Face

(1989) by Allan Lloyd-Smith (then known as Allan Gardner

Smith), a British scholar of American culture, illustrates the

merging of Gothic theory with the ideas of Derrida and

Lacan in this period.

A defining moment in contemporary Gothic Studies was

the foundation of the International Gothic Association (IGA)

in 1991, with Allan Lloyd-Smith as its first president. The

scholars attending the first IGA meeting at the University of

East Anglia, its second, at Stirling, Scotland, in 1995, and

subsequent biennial meetings, provided a cadre who

developed Gothic courses and even degree programs in

Britain, the United States, Canada, and indeed around the

world. They, and their students, the second generation of

IGA scholars, are well represented in this collection of

essays.

Today Gothic Studies is well established in the academy.

Several British universities offer MA degrees in the field, and

one of the contributors to this volume, William Hughes,

holds the title of Professor of Gothic Studies. The respected

journal Gothic Studies, which was born at the Stirling IGA

conference, can be found in university libraries globally and

provides a juried forum for research. Major university

presses publish significant new books every year, as the

bibliographies of the following chapters attest. Courses in

American Gothic, specifically, scarce heard of a few decades

ago, are now taught in university English Departments and

American Studies programs throughout the United States

and in many other countries.



Thus, to return to the assertion of our opening sentence,

our growing understanding of the Gothic has begun to

reshape the larger disciplines of American Studies and

American literature. Far from being a footnote to our literary

tradition, the Gothic is now seen as essential to

understanding our literature, and indeed our national

project. The dominant, sanctioned history of the United

States has been a narrative of social, economic, and

technological progress. This narrative also asserts the

doctrine of American exceptionalism, the belief that the

country's essential innocence and its destiny place it above

the constraints and judgments of other nations and of

history. In contrast to this triumphant story, the Gothic is a

counter-narrative, an alternative vision, recording fear,

failure, despair, nightmare, crime, disease, and madness.

The Gothic is that which is left out, what is excluded, by

what W.D. Howells unfortunately once described as the

smiling aspects of life that are more typically American. The

Gothic thus is the natural medium for expression of our

great national failures and crimes, such as the enslavement

of Africans and the displacement and destruction of

indigenous peoples. The Gothic is also a vehicle for stories

of the oppression of women, and indeed for all groups

forced to the margins of power by a patriarchal culture. The

development of Gothic Studies has paralleled, and

contributed to, the feminist movement and the field of

women's studies, and the rediscovery of significant women

authors of the nineteenth century. The Gothic also

represented homosexuality obliquely in repressive times,

and now directly engages gay culture. Gothic literature is

the place where the nightmares of small and private lives

have found expression. Indeed, only by studying American

Gothic, a literature often of hysterical extremes, violence,

obscurity, and the surreal, can one reach a balanced and

rational understanding of American culture from colonial

times to our present postmodern age.


