From E.J. Clery, The Rise of Supernatural Fiction 1762-1800, Cambridge Studies in Romanticism 12 (Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 1995), pp. 106-8:

A woman wishing to publish fiction in a supernatural vein needed to be prepared to negotiate. …her relations to both the code of literary decorum and the aesthetic of the sublime were likely to be mediated by an added dimension of gender associations. Clara Reeve’s correction of Walpole’s earlier imaginative excesses in The Old English Baron protected her from the almost automatic condemnation of the corrupting ways of female novelists, as much as from the disapproval attached to the supernatural itself. And at the same time as women writers were required with particular insistence to show their didactic credentials, it was especially difficult for them to attempt a narrative practice connected with the emergent discourse of the sublime, which could justify supernatural terrors on the alternative non-didactic grounds of psychological recuperation and aesthetic pleasure. [As we have seen], this discourse was articulated in terms of gender, its subject [was] masculine, its project actively anti-feminine….

      Certainly, in the course of the 1780s, it seems that the one woman writer who used a ‘real’ ghost to terrifying effect was Anne Fuller in Alan Fitz-Osbourne (1787), and she published anonymously. Anne Radcliffe’s first novel, The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne (1789), was also anonymous. But in her next, A Sicilian Romance (1790), she introduced the device she would become famous for: apparently supernatural occurrences are spine-chillingly evoked only to be explained away in the end as the product of natural causes. [Likewise in The Romance of the Forest (1791)]….This was a variety of imaginative fiction which the guardians of the enlightenment felt they could wholly approve: ‘By the aid of an inventive genius, much may still be done, even in this philosophical age, to fill the fancy with marvellous images, and to “quell the soul with grateful terrors”’.
 Progress and the taste for primitive superstition were reconciled. The eagerness of the critics’ welcome gives the impression almost of relief, as if Radcliffe’s innovation gave an opportunity to come to terms with the barbarians at the gates without surrendering the fort.
    With The Mysteries of Udolpho, in 1794, the reviews again paid tribute to Radcliffe’s achievement of the seemingly impossible:

     Without introducing into her narrative any thing really supernatural, Mrs Radcliffe has

      contrived to produce as powerful an effect as if the invisible world had been obedient

      to her magic spell; the reader experiences in perfection the strange luxury of artificial

      terror, without being obliged for a moment to hoodwink his reason, or to yield to the

      weakness of superstitious credulity.

In his enthusiasm the critic misrepresents matters slightly. The mysterious music, disembodied voices, shadowy figures and bumps in the night, before they are mundanely attributed to mad nuns, concealed fugitives and prisoners, or smugglers, are given their full affective weight. The impact of the narrative depends on the temporary ‘hoodwinking’ of reason; to experience ‘the strange luxury of artificial terror’ requires some sort of surrender to ‘the weakness of superstitious credulity’. The ‘strangeness’ lies in the indeterminacy of aesthetic experience, voluntary and involuntary at once, just as terror must be real while it is felt, although the artificial mechanism that produced it remains clearly visible. The pleasures offered by this ‘luxury’, this fictional indulgence, also strike the enlightened reader as uncanny because of the way the course of narration echoes the history of enlightenment itself. The reader progressively moves from the sense of mystery that encourages fearful, false ideas to full knowledge of the facts, intelligibility of causes, means and ends, and confirmation of the truth of reason: in other words, reliving the passage from gothic to modern times, a process here invested with a pleasurable blend of relaxation and control, licence and restraint. 
….[in due course] the ‘explained supernatural’ became an identifiable school of writing. It is important to emphasise Radcliffe’s initial success with this narrative technique, because it would very quickly give rise to a backlash which compromised her critical standing until recently. Her descriptive writing and command of suspense continued to be praised (with some complaint about repetition), but the enlightenment endings were eventually condemned as betrayals of the integrity of fiction, a treacherous refusal of the rights of the imagination to construct a world untouched by quotidian laws of probability.
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