Gothic Landscape Notes

Slide 1 (Tile slide) - Paintings by – Caspar David Friedrich


Slide 2 – 
· Dominant recurring ideas or things that appear in gothic literature include 
· Atmospheric haunted setting , supernatural beings, symbolism, the macabre 
· Which are used to instill fear or unease 


Slide 3 –
Settings in gothic literature are gloomy or decaying structures that include castles/haunted houses/mansions/ abbeys/crypts/city streets/graveyards/villages.  Typically shrouded in mist or fog or as you probably imagined dramatically lit by streetlights or storms.  

These landscapes are where such creatures as Dracula, ghosts, monsters or the tormented reside.

But these stories have been retold and reimagined over and over again.  They are stories that feed off our dreams, anxiety, and cultures, and are served  back to us in a fractured form. 

For example Dracula and vampires have changed over time in different cultures.
· Nosferatu – anxieties of spread of disease ,and death related to post war anxieties 
· Lost boys - role modes for alienated teens represent alternative lifestyle choices 
· Interview with a vampire - no longer grotesque monster in the shadows but noblemen, and creatures with a soul, this rendition also play out themes of sexuality and challenged the traditional family
· Let the right one in- set in working class Stockholm, address cultural anxieties.  Continually seeking blood not sexy or glamorous life. These vampires are societies outcasts miserable, rootless, and unkempt. 
· twilight –American culture, with its vegetarian vampires, where a mortal and vampire fall in love. Where normality has become strange..

Ghosts another common theme of the gothic. The notions of what ghosts are varied ranging from
· Demons or tricks played by the devil 
· To unfortunate souls straying into the walking world from purgatory
· Or even a feeling of unease in a house an emotional field as it were 

So these characters are metaphors for anxiety of the times, vampire represented post war fears of disease and death, sexuality and the family structure in interview with a vampire, let the right one in commenting on class, and so on. Each rendition appeal to new generations and changing social attitudes.
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· The landscape in gothic literature is not just a trivial stage, it is central to the literature. 
· A means by which spiritual, political, psychological, social and cultural ideals are laid bare .  
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Lets revisit the vampire stories
· Interview with a vampire set – early America referred to as the new world in 
· Twilight – school 
· Let the right one in – council estate

But why? What do these landscapes reveal about the age or how do they reinforce the central themes?

· Interview with a vampire set – early America referred to as the new world in.  A fitting setting to explore themes of sexuality and changing social norms such as the family structure 
· Twilight – school – maybe a 100 year old in a school obsessed with relationships suggests the fear during this age we would remain perpetual teens
· Let the right one in – council estate – appropriate setting to explore themes of working class difficulties.

The original Novel Dracula set in Transylvania a distant unknown land then, Dracula desire traveled to London, this idea of the old world and its traditions combining with the new era.
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For example lets look briefly at a classic gothic tale – Frankenstein.

At its core it deals with the themes of decline of faith and believe in god and the anxieties surrounding the advancements in science and medicine.  And its moral or ethical considerations. 

But how does the landscape reflect this?

Story takes place across the globe, Germany, France, England, Switzerland, Scotland, Artic Ocean.  The global reach to the setting, reflects the age in which it was conceived when Europe was rapidly expanding across the globe, driven by the same advancements in science that allowed the creation of the Frankenstein monster. 

Then artic setting reinforces the anxieties of advancements in science and questions of what is ethical.  The beautiful but harsh barren landscape, suggests that not everything in nature is safe for humans to discover and experience.  The natural inhospitable yet beautiful backdrops suggest that the natural world should be respected.  

So landscapes have enormous  expressive potential in gothic literature. 
The landscapes may change but they all share an expressive power to convey the frightening and the repressed.

They basically reveal or reinforce the anxieties, fears or desires that haunt humanity.
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· America initially did not have these traditional gothic landscapes of castles, mansions, and abbeys with their haunted memories and histories, yet the gothic stories followed into the new world and American literature and films.  So to overcome this often the same themes of the unknown were projected onto the wilderness.

· So we see similar conventions appearing in such films as the tall grass, sleepy hollow, and the Blair witch.
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Other transformations of gothic can be seen in sci-fi, and stories of murderers or serial killers.

· Haunted house – take the form of the shining hotel, baits motel psycho
· Moors or wilderness – takes the form of barren wasteland of space in alien, or deserted cityscapes in 28days later
· Crypts/Abbeys/places of worship- idea that appear in the walking dead and Hannibal.  For example a crypts is where evil may lurk entrapped in gothic literature but a reinvention sees this setting transferred to a prison cell in Hannibal, this setting like a haunted crypt also holds the embodiment of evil, 
· Or the setting of an abbey/church basically a place of salvation is revived in the idea of Woodbury in walking dead, but again this setting is occupied by another force of evil the governor. 
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· Can say that we live relatively in a postmodern age.
· Now postmodernism is a broad term across philosophy and the arts.
· But from a social perspective postmodernism suggests that society is in a state of constant change: no absolute values only relative ones nor are there absolute truths.  No religious or ethical laws everything is shaped by a particular time, place and community.
· With regards to the gothic in modern terms it may take the form of fears rooted in the loss of self, cultural identities, consumerism, technology and so on.
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A quote from Dracula that echo its central themes is “unless my senses deceive me, the old centuries had, and have, powers of their own which mere ‘modernity’ cannot kill”   Much like the themes of Frankenstein what this quote from Dracula is referring to is the  concerns of the Victorian era.  This age of advancements in knowledge, science and industry forced the people of the society to question core systems and beliefs that had governed for years.

But what about our age?  How can we take conventions of the gothic and reinvent them?

Your research task is to 
· Ask yourself what anxieties, social attitudes, ideologies, fears or desires haunt humanity currently.
· Areas of research should include post truth age’,  ‘nihilism’, ‘hedonism’ write a paragraph on each and reflect on how you think this applies to society now.
· Finally based on your understandings and opinions of current culture what settings would be an interesting reinvention of the gothic conventions discussed today.

Basically taking old stories or formats and reinventing for contemporary audiences.  The settings may be wilderness reinvented as… or haunted house as….

Extra notes: 
· Modernity – to conceive of ones society as engaging in organizational and knowledge advances.
· Gothic landscapes typically communicate alienation, isolation, powerlessness, terror, to the audience. 
· Landscapes associated with, provoke or embody, social, spiritual, ideological, fabrics of the characters world. 
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