
Dracula : The Gothic Resurrected 

 

The literary genre of Gothic was born in 1764 with Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto. Its initial 

evolution lasted little more than 50 years, culminating in the creation of Mary Shelley's iconic 

Frankenstein in 1818. Whilst this milestone had seemed likely to give rise to immediate further 

expansion of the genre, in fact it was to take nearly another 80 years for Gothic to once again find 

prominence. It was in 1897 that Bram Stoker’s Dracula was sprung into life. In truth, the Gothic had 

hardly survived the intervening period between what are now considered its two primary icons. How 

did such a spectacular revival come about, for indeed it was something that propelled the genre to the 

heights of a permanent literary fixture? 

The origins of the Gothic novel are bound closely with the origins of the English novel itself. The birth 

of the novel in England can be dated back to the beginning of the 18th century. Literature’s elitism 

was being broken by the growth of a new and literate middle class. As the century wore on this new 

readership grew in size, brought about by the early benefits of the Industrial Revolution. The middle 

class required works that reflected its own values, and was prepared to pay for these as soon as they 

became available. A market for books was being born and the first commercial publishers were men 

able to see the business potential. By 1750, two genres were leading the charge. They were Samuel 

Richardson’s sentimental and Henry Fielding’s picaresque. The sentimental concentrated on the 

expression of deep/excessive? feelings and emotions whilst the picaresque touched upon the lighter 

side of life through the wanderings of a central character. Both genres tapped into prevailing moods of 

the day. When, therefore, the moods changed and became heavier ? and regressive in the latter part of 

the century, literature was forced to reflect this change. Gothic filled that need. It explored the darker 

side of the soul, evolving three levels of intensity: fear, terror and horror. Fear and terror novels started 

the trend, followed by horror. The latter, the most intense, did not appear until after the relative decline 

of the former two. Sophia Lee’s The Recess (1783-85) typified the Gothic in its form of fear, its 

presence being diluted by that of an emotional softness. With authors such as Horace Walpole, Clara 

Reeve and Ann Radcliffe, the fear factor was intensified to become one of terror. By the time Shelley 

produced  Frankenstein, the Gothic had become full-blooded horror as in M. G. Lewis’s The Monk 

(1796). But this was where the genre, particularly in its last dramatic form of horror, was about to fade 

in popularity. The mood of the country was changing yet again. As a consequence, after 1818, 

Melmoth the Wanderer (1820) might be the only major work able to justify a label of authentic Gothic.  

For the next fifty years the Gothic was to be buried under the avalanche of the Victorian novel, 

although critics have sought to mention certain Gothic elements found within the writings of Dickens 

and the Bronte sisters. It was a period of expansion of all kinds, with the added vibrancy of a new 

queen (Victoria) coming to the throne in 1837. The move to a modern urban economy based on 

manufacturing and trade to replace one of land ownership produced wealth and success. The Industrial 

Revolution in full swing was producing benefits like steam power, the telegraph, photography and 

many other useful devices. Free trade broadened choice. The stunning exhibition of Crystal Palace in 

1851 typified British greatness. Money and power meant education for all. And to cap it all, the 

expansion of political freedom was evolved in law with the First Reform Bill in 1832 giving voting 

rights to the middle classes, and the Second Reform Bill in 1867 extending these rights to the working 

classes. The Empire was at its height with Britain controlling no less than a quarter of the world.  

In literature there was recognition that a readership now spanning all classes was looking for guidance 

and edification from authors, not an exploration of dark fears of past centuries typified by the Gothic. 

Each decade produced the emergence of one or more celebrated author. The 30s produced the earliest 

Dickens works, the 40s those of the Bronte sisters. The 50s saw William M. Thackaray’s works 



(Vanity Fair) challenging Dickens whilst the 60s saw ? the prominence of Anthony Trollope 

(Barchester Towers). George Eliot’s work including the celebrated Middlemarch governed the 70s. 

Successful authors of this period were examining contemporary England and its society. Generally,  

they stayed close to the realism of the day, but with often with a puritanical edge. Whilst the subject of 

money was often at the forefront, it was very often put forward in the context of social responsibility.   

The remnants of the Gothic in England were almost confined to unsophisticated publications such as 

penny dreadfuls. These cheap magazines (the forerunners of the modern day weekly comics) were 

aimed at the working class, and serialized certain Gothic horror tales alongside stories about crime and 

criminals. The most successful of these is considered to be The Mysteries of London (1844) by  

George W. M. Reynolds.  

But beyond 1870 the geopolitical map was beginning to change yet again. Britain, the dominant force 

and influence in the world, started to sense threats. Strength was building in the USA, it was true, but 

it was powers much closer to home that were giving greatest causes of concern. The rise of the Austro-

Hungarian Empire (created in 1867) and of the formalization of Germany into a unified nation state in 

1871 dampened the free spirit of the British. They started to turn inwards upon themselves as they had 

done at the end of the previous century. Although exciting and positive adventure stories such as H. 

Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines (1885) were still popular, the marketplace was starting to see 

a rise in literary works which explored the darker side of life. Books such as Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde 

(1886) by Robert Louis Stevenson or The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890) by Oscar Wilde examined 

the subject of evil as a concept. Whilst these were important, a new genre was gaining ground with 

British readers. It was the genre of the « invasion ». It produced 400 books in a short time, starting 

with G. T. Chesney’s Battle of Dorking (1871), a story of Germananic invasion of England. Invasion 

hit the nail of British fear right on the head. It was different to the fear of the Frankenstein era which 

was one of evil from within. Invasion was a fear of evil from without, since it included the threat from 

immigration felt by many in the land. In its finest form, it produced H.G. Wells’ classic War of the 

Worlds in 1898.  

The vampire concept allied itself beautifully to that of invasion, since it epitomized a terrible invasion 

of the body. The vampire character was created by William Polidori at the very same time and place as 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Its next significant appearance was with J. M. Rymer’s Varney the 

Vampire (1845-47), but this only initially in the penny dreadful magazines. The mood of fear in 

England opened the way for the character’s reappearance, this time in female form with J. S. Le 

Fanu’s Carmilla in 1872. But it was Stoker who found the grand key to maximizing the character’s 

effect. He used the Gothic element of historical settings (Dracula’s Transyvanian castle) to set the 

mood, then brought the story into the contemporary era by having the vampire operating in modern-

day England. This transposition of Gothic horror was stunningly poignant and immediately successful.   

Dracula’s elevation to iconic status however didn’t truly happen until after Stoker’s death. It was 

Dracula’s suitability to the newly-created cinema industry in the early 20th century that both 

immortalized the character and simultaneously resurrected the whole Gothic genre. 

 

 


