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The Figure of the Gothic Castle in Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho 

 

Although she doesn’t know it at the time, Emily St. Aubert’s three scenic tours in The 

Mysteries of Udolpho are essentially tours of medieval estates that are haunted by the memories of 

dispossessed or disinherited woman.  Her travels from her father’s picturesque property of La Vallee 

in Gascony to her Aunt’s estate in Tholouse to the Chateau-le-Blanc in Languedoc and finally to 

Montoni’s Italian Udolpho Castle take her through a series of medieval properties that are haunted, 

in memory if not literally, by the ghosts of disinherited women. No fewer than four women in The 

Mysteries of Udolpho are imprisoned, murdered, or terrorized by a male figure trying to dispossess 

them of a large estate, usually through the strategy of forced marriage. The novel’s movement across 

the picturesque French and Italian countryside displays a preoccupation with the gendered politics 

of the patriarchal estate, in which the women who are its rightful inheritors are reduced to spectral 

presences whose very corporeal ambiguity destabilizes or challenges the authority of the estate’s 

male usurper. The novel charts the process by which these female characters restore themselves to 

proper geographic place, physical corporality, and appropriate social station through their ability to 

rationalize and demystify, and thereby disable the power of, the bewildering and labyrinthine floor 

plans that are a central feature of the gothic novel. In doing so, Radcliffe’s female protagonists also 

disrupt the eighteenth-century picturesque tradition of viewing, which often rhetorically described 

the gothic castle, the figures within it, and figures in the landscape as objects to be possessed by the 

male viewing subject.  

In defining the labyrinthine space of the gothic castle as a space of illegitimate patriarchal 

usurpation that threatens the legitimacy of her female characters, Radcliffe challenges the powerful 

metonymic associations of the gothic castle that emerged in eighteenth-century fictional 

representations, legal philosophy, and political theory.  Almost universally, the gothic castle came to 
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metaphorically represent an English tradition of legal and historical continuity from the medieval 

world to the eighteenth century. For instance, in his Commentaries on the Laws of England, the famous 

eighteenth-century legal theorist William Blackstone described English common law as structurally 

like a gothic castle and therefore the product of one long, continuous history from the medieval 

period to the present; he argued that although the gothic castle was irregular and fragmentary, it was 

nevertheless one structure renovated and improved over time, which therefore represented the 

continuity of English legal tradition. In Edmund Burke’s formulation, the gothic castle represents 

the continuous authority of landed property owners based upon patriarchal inherited right, a 

tradition that he defends in his Reflections on the Revolution in France as essential to English national 

identity. In the first edition of Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto, the subtitle “a gothic story” was meant 

to confirm the historical authenticity of the story as the subject of a discovered medieval manuscript, 

and therefore the term “gothic” functioned as a smoke screen for Walpole to disguise the novelty of 

his invented, fictitious, and modern story.  

Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho challenges the way that the term “gothic” was used in the 

late-eighteenth-century to imply historical continuity, suggesting that the irrational qualities of these 

gothic spaces are symbolic of illegitimacy and male tyranny that disrupts the proper line of 

inheritance. Writing in the politically charged final decade of the eighteenth-century, Radcliffe’s 

highlights the irregularity of gothic structures and suggests that a restoration of the proper linear 

history can only be achieved by dismantling their enigmatic power.  Radcliffe’s version of the gothic 

novel, which after her commercial success in the 1790s became an archetype of the form, thus 

conceives of the relationship between literary protagonist and the gothic estate in a different way 

than her most famous predecessors imagined it. Her direct forerunners in literary romance Horace 

Walpole and Clara Reeve, for instance, reinforce the irrational qualities of the gothic castle by 

incorporating supernatural events, which ultimately work to help restore an appropriate male heir to 
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possession. And Radcliffe’s contemporaries like Matthew Lewis salaciously depict male characters 

exploiting the cave-like qualities of gothic spaces in order to terrorize female subjects with the threat 

of imprisonment and rape. Radcliffe inaugurates a different tradition in the gothic novel depicting 

the gothic castle as a symbol of female marginalization, a space from which women are cast out and 

within which they are buried, which must be demystified and revealed to be in reality logical and 

coherent in order for the novel to arrive at a satisfying conclusion. Radcliffe’s female protagonists 

work to disable the patriarchal power of gothic spaces, and her novels demonstrate the way that 

women writers of the period began to use the narrative form as a way of elaborating the critique 

posed by writers like Mary Wollstonecraft, who decried the “demon of property” in her Vindication of 

the Rights of Man.1 In this sense, The Mysteries of Udolpho demonstrates the way in which narrative 

experiments in the gothic genre constituted a form of reply to the “land question,” which social 

historians from E.P. Thompson to John Barrell have argued was the most important political 

question of the late eighteenth century and which took the form of debates about property, 

enclosure, agricultural improvement, aesthetics, and landscape. 

By attending to the range of metonymic possibilities of the structure of the gothic castle, we 

can uncover the ways that novels like Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho, and later Emily Brontë’s 

Wuthering Heights and Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret, represent a developed critical 

response by women writers in response to their marginalization in the debates about land and 

property that had such profound effects on the fate of British politics and society in the nineteenth 

century. Traditionally, feminist interpretations of Radcliffe’s gothic have been heavily reliant on 

psychoanalytic readings and vice versa, and we have grown accustomed to seeing the gothic novel as 

the reflection of internal anxieties for women writers and readers; as Rictor Norton writes, 

Radcliffe’s “patterns of anxiety, guilt repression, frustration, a sense of imprisonment, curiosity, 

doubt and rebelliousness” (9) reflect internal anxieties about the status of women in eighteenth-
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century society.  By contrast, historicist readings of Radcliffe have produced interpretations of her 

politics as a conservative or, at best, “vaguely progressive” response the excesses of the French 

Revolution.2 These critics interpret Radcliffe’s use of the gothic castle as a commentary on French 

politics functioning as part of a broader critique of French revolutionary turmoil.3 Despite the 

temptation to understand Radcliffe’s use of the gothic castle as a commentary on the explosive 

events taking place across the channel, the figure of gothic castle in the late-eighteenth-century 

played a crucial role within two distinctly English domestic discourses: legal-political discourse 

surrounding English common law and the aesthetic discourse of the picturesque. As Wolfram 

Schmidgen writes, “the rich semantic environment inhabited by the Gothic castle in eighteenth-

century England indicates that it had more profound associations with the domestic scene than with 

revolutionary France and more with the past’s grip on the present, than the attack of the present on 

the past” (154).  While Emily St Aubert’s nationality is French, she is culturally English, exhibiting 

intellectual and emotional sensibilities that Radcliffe codes as English, reflecting a widespread 

practice in the 1790s for British writers to reference ancient French landscapes and gothic ruins as a 

way of commenting on contemporary English politics: “Radcliffe’s settings were European, but her 

readers saw English landscapes” (Schmidgen 154). Her readers also saw English heroines, which 

accounts for Catherine Moreland’s imaginative experiments at being a Radcliffean heroine in Jane 

Austen’s parody Northanger Abbey.  In this paper, I will focus in particular on the way the novel’s 

gothic structure challenges the masculine modes of viewing codified in eighteenth-century aesthetics 

that rendered women and property as objects to be possessed and often described picturesque 

viewing as a process of framing and vicariously taking possession of a rural scene.  

Radcliffe’s literary career coincided with the period that witnessed the proliferation of 

landscape treatises, picturesque guides, and garden and architectural design books at the end of the 

eighteenth century. Most of her fiction was published during the 1790s, the decade in which interest 
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in picturesque guides and theory peaked, culminating in 1795 with the publication of treatises by 

Uvedale Price, Richard Payne Knight, and Humphry Repton.  Drawing inspiration from 

seventeenth-century continental painters like Claude Lorraine and Salvator Rosa, picturesque 

theorists challenged the neo-classicism of the eighteenth-century georgic and its emphasis on order 

and productive agricultural labor in favor of aesthetic principles that eventually came to be rooted in 

qualities of variety and roughness. The aesthetic desire for roughness and variety produced a 

renewed interest in gothic ruins and follies as way of focusing the eye in the middle-distance of the 

landscape.  This discourse of views and landscapes circulated widely and encouraged a generation of 

middle-class British tourists to seek beauty in their native landscapes, particularly during a time at 

which travel to the Continent particularly along the lines of the Grand Tour was curbed by political 

turmoil. The rise of picturesque theory has been credited with creating a generation of middle-class 

tourists who sought picturesque views in remote regions of Britain, recording them in sketches and 

writings according to an often jargonistic language of frames, distances, and prospects. The Mysteries 

of Udolpho (1794) was the last novel Radcliffe wrote before setting off on her own tour of northern 

Europe, which resulted the publication of her travel narrative, A Journey Made in the Summer of 1794 

through Holland and the Western Frontier of Germany, and its rich scenic descriptions are clearly 

influenced by the abundant literature on views and tours. Critics have argued that Radcliffe’s travels 

in 1794 demarcate a shift in her depictions of Continental landscapes in her fiction: a pre-tour/post-

tour divide. Uninflected by her travels, which took place immediately after the publication of 

Udolpho, the French and Italian landscapes of Radcliffe’s most famous novel derive primarily from 

the influence of British treatises, guidebooks, design books, and aesthetic theory. Radcliffe’s 

representation of Emily St Aubert’s experience of continental views and gothic estates responds to 

an essentially British discourse of views—scenic, picturesque, and sublime—that emerged at the end 

of the eighteenth century.  
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This industry of guidebooks and collections of picturesque views of England offered middle-

class tourists inclusion into a class that vicariously, if not literally, could possess the landscape and 

the gothic ruins and rural laborers within it.  Whereas historically only a very small privileged class 

could own English landscapes—as physical property or as paintings—the picturesque offered a new 

model of virtual possession encouraging viewers to look for prospects and views that could then be 

quickly sketched and taken home with them. By seeking out of “prospects” or owning collections of 

inexpensive picturesque images, British readers and travellers could possess their native landscape in 

news ways. The language of possession inflects the writings of the most famous picturesque 

theorists of the 1790s. Landscape designer Humphry Repton explicitly described viewing as an act 

of visual appropriation, a technique of  “visually acquiring the property of others”; he writes that 

“after all, the most romantic spot, the most picturesque situations, and the most delightful 

assemblage of nature’s choicest materials, will not long engage our interest without some 

appropriation; something we can call our own; and if not our own property, at least, it may be 

endeared to us by calling it our own home (603).  Although Repton was, in the 1790s, at odds with 

another prominent theorists of the picturesque, William Gilpin, Gilpin too offers a version of this 

notion of viewing as possessive act.  In his Three Essays: On Picturesque Beauty; On Picturesque Travel; and 

On Sketching Landscape (1794), Gilpin describes scenic tourism using the metaphor of male sexual 

pursuit and possession: “Every distant horizon promises something new; and with this pleasing 

expectation we follow nature through all her walks.  We pursue her hill to dale; and hunt after those 

various beauties, with which she every where abounds.”  As Vivien Jones writes, “In theories of the 

Picturesque, anxieties about private property and national identity are articulated in terms of 

voyeurism and sexual possession” (121).  

Critics tend to align Emily’s perceptions with picturesque discourse of the late eighteenth 

century. Her susceptibility to the aesthetics of surrounding landscapes provides an important source 
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of mental restoration for her—a reprieve from repressive gothic space of the Castle of Udolpho and 

the mental terrors that visit her there.  The scenic passages of Radcliffe novels function much like 

the narrative digressions that are a hallmark of the English novel; slowing the narrative pace of her 

gothic plots, they create moments of arrest in the movement of her characters through space and 

the movement of her readers through narrative; scenic passages provide mental restoration and 

contemplation for morally “good” characters terrorized by tyrannical men and opportunistic 

banditti. They also demonstrate Radcliffe’s engagement with prevailing discourses about landscape 

that coincided with the “rise of aesthetics” as a category of European intellectual thought. As 

George Dekker puts it, “Radcliffe was the first to put tourism at the service and center of the 

Romantic novel” (71).  Claudia Johnson writes that “Landscape has a talismanic importance in Ann 

Radcliffe’s novels” (35).  And Elizabeth Bohls explains that Radcliffe’s “protagonists are not just 

persecuted Gothic heroines but, first of all, scenic tourists” (209). Moreover, Bohls argues that 

Radcliffe uses the elevated discourse of eighteenth-century aesthetics in order to legitimate female 

experience in the novel. Emily St Aubert mentally escapes from the brutality of a “viciously practical 

material world” through the aesthetic consolations of the picturesque and the practice of scenic 

tourism.  For example, as she watches Madame Montoni die under Montoni’s oppressive regime at 

Udolpho, landscape provides Emily with a form of mental reprieve from her uncle’s cruelty: “the 

scene before her of woods and mountains, reposing in the moon-light, formed a regretted contrast 

with her state of mind; but the lonely murmur of these woods and, the view of this sleeping 

landscape, gradually soothed her emotion and softened her tears” (347).  Bohl’s argues that by 

functioning as a viewing subject, Emily St Aubert resists her own objectification and gains authority 

through her mastery of a predominately male, philosophical discourse of aesthetics.  

While it is true that Radcliffe’s depicts Emily’s resistance to oppression through her mastery 

of the discourse of picturesque aesthetics, Montoni’s imprisonment of Emily and her aunt in the 
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Udolpho castle in order to dispossess them of their property enacts the same quality of objectifying 

possession that the male aesthetic discourse on landscape adopted in the late-eighteenth century. 

More specifically, Radcliffe places picturesque discourse and gothic literary conventions in 

contention with one another, embedding a series of gothic scenes—of female imprisonment and 

terror within gothic spaces that are fraudulently owned by men—within a novel that reads like 

scenic tour of southern France and Italy.  And although Emily appears to master the language of the 

picturesque, to take for herself the powerful position of the viewing subject, her subjection occurs 

once she is contained within the picturesque setting of Udolpho, which much like the views 

described by Repton and Gilpin features a gothic ruin at the center of an alpine landscape. Montoni 

achieves literal possession of this scene after the disappearance of Madame Laurentini, whom many 

believe to have been murdered and whose ghost appears to continue to haunt the castle, and the 

estate falls into disrepair over the course of his twenty-year ownership, suggesting that the 

transformation of ancient gothic estates into decayed ruins coincides with the transfer of ownership 

from female heir to male possessor. The castle’s decay, a symptom of Montoni’s mismanagement of 

the estate, in essence creates the very labyrinthine floor plan that he exploits in order to imprison 

and terrorize Madame Montoni and Emily: “a part of the roof of the great hall has fallen in . . . the 

wall of the rampart has tumbled down in three places; then, the stairs, that lead to the west gallery, 

have been a long time so bad, that it is dangerous to go up them” (219).  In what Terry Castle 

describes as the “gothic core” of the novel, the portion that takes place at Montoni’s Udolpho 

Castle, Radcliffe depicts Emily as physically imprisoned in the gothic estate and terrorized by what 

she learns of the mysterious conditions surrounding Laurentini’s disappearance: “he could not take 

possession of it till so many years were gone by, and then, if, after all, the lady could not be found, 

why she would be as good as dead, and the castle would be his own; and so it is his own” (226-

7).The castle’s irregular structure with blind passageways and hidden wings enables Montoni to 
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imprison his wife in a remote tower as part of a concerted effort to force her to sign documents 

relinquishing her property in France. And after Madame Montoni’s death, Emily inheritance of 

property in France becomes the next target of Montoni’s machinations: “the estates, which had 

occasioned so much contention, were now hers, and she then feared Montoni was about to employ 

some stratagem for obtaining them, and that he would detain her his prisoner, till he succeeded” 

(358).   

This puts the picturesque in interesting relation to the gothic narratives we associate with 

women readers and writers, which often depict female property owners forcibly dispossessed of 

their estates and subsequently imprisoned or buried within them.  By understanding the possessive 

dynamics of viewing landscape and property at the end of the nineteenth-century, we can see the 

ways that Radcliffe’s fiction engages with this clichéd language of “prospects,” “views,” and 

“sketches” in novels that dramatize the implications of the possessive qualities of landscape viewing 

in circulation at the end of the eighteenth century. These novels further demonstrate a means of 

subverting the dominance of the masculine gaze that was so central to idea of picturesque sketching 

and travel. Emily St. Aubert’s navigation of Otranto’s gothic castle demonstrates the ways that 

female mastery of gothic space has the power to resist the explicitly male modes of viewing that 

emerged from the discourse of landscape aesthetics and the picturesque in the 1790s.4 Although 

Emily St Aubert is subjected to the terrors of male tyranny in The Mysteries of Udolpho, the novel is 

ultimately about her ability to destabilize Montoni’s strategies to contain her within gothic property 

precisely through her increasingly adept negotiation of gothic terrors and gothic spaces.  At first 

terrified by the secret passages and hidden cells of Udolpho, Emily gradually comes to understand 

its three-dimension layout more precisely than Montoni himself, permitting her own escape and 

exposing the fraudulent nature of Montoni’s ownership. 
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Radcliffe deploys the gothic narrative strategy of suspenseful plot as way of investing her 

readers in Emily’s achievement of liberation from Montoni’s control, which ultimately enables her to 

reclaim her own inheritance of her father’s estate of La Vallee and her Aunt’s estate in Languedoc. 

The turning point in the novel’s plot—and the beginning of Emily’s geographic and narrative 

movement out of the gothic core of Udolpho—occurs when Emily ceases to be terrorized by its 

confusing interior and becomes master of it. Emily’s relationship to the gothic space of Udolpho 

shifts after Montoni sends her to Tuscany (for her own good) and then recalls her to Udolpho. On 

the first night of her return to Udolpho, she uses the labyrinthine floor plan as a means of ensuring 

her own safety and avoiding detection by Montoni’s men:  

She . . . forgetting all the terrors of the gallery, hurried towards it with an intention of 

secreting herself in some of the passages, that opened beyond, and of endeavouring, when 

the Signors were retired, to fin her way to her own room, or to that of Annette, which was in 

a remote part of the castle. 

 

With extended arms, she crept along the gallery, still hearing the voices of the persons below, 

who seemed to stop in conversation at the foot of the stair-case, and then pausing for a 

moment to listen, half fearful of going further into the darkness of the gallery, where she still 

imagined, from the noise she heard, that some person was lurking. (407). 

At this point, Verezzi, one of Montoni’s men, discovers her, but Emily uses her knowledge of the 

darkness to evade his pursuit.  He proceeds “with the same stealing steps, towards Emily’s 

apartment, forgetting, that, in darkness, she could easily elude his search, even in her chamber; and, 

like an intoxicated person, he followed pertinaciously the one idea, that had possessed his 

imagination” (407).  Finally losing Verezzi and finding Annette, Emily escapes the threat of male 

predation by moving deeper into the castle “towards Annette’s room, which was in a distant part of 
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the castle” (407).  In this passage, moving further into the interior of the castle ensures Emily’s 

escape from the threat of male violence rather than her susceptibility to it, because Emily knows the 

space better than Montoni’s own men do.   

 Ironically, it is by inhabiting the deepest recesses of these gothic ruins that Radcliffe’s 

heroine’s discover the means of their own liberation. Julia Mazzini of A Sicilian Romance discovers 

her mother, whom she has believed for fifteen years is dead, buried in the recesses of the Mazzini 

Castle.  Emily St. Aubert discovers further means of escape in hidden passages of the castle, in the 

form of the person of Du Pont, a French Chevalier, imprisoned in a cell below her own room who 

declares himself to be her ally against Montoni: “I am of France; - I am your countryman; - we are 

met in a foreign land” (421).  Du Pont’s intricate knowledge of secret passageways enables him to 

seem like a ghost—seen and not heard—and thought by many of the castle’s residents to be the 

ghost of Senora Laurentini. He explains to Emily that while wandering the medieval secret passages 

“contrived for the purpose of facilitating escapes in time of war” (430), he overheard Montoni and 

his men discussing plans for her murder, enabling him to exploit their superstitions by “haunting” 

their proceedings.  Montoni’s paltry knowledge of the floor plan of his own castle exposes the 

fraudulence of his possession, for Du Pont explains “that, if Montoni had been acquainted with the 

secret of his passage, he would not have confined me in the apartment, to which it led.  I knew also, 

from better authority, that he was ignorant of it” (432). Their escape, made possible through 

intricate knowledge of the spaces in which they have been imprisoned, exposes Montoni’s ignorance 

of the domains he illegitimately lays claim to, and his limited understanding of the nature of the 

gothic structure of his own castle reveals the illegitimate nature of his possession of it.  

 Perhaps one of the most important conclusions that we can draw from attention to 

Radcliffe’s depictions of gothic space in her novels is a desire to give figurative power to the spatial 

dimensions of the symbol of the gothic castle which historically contained disenfranchised people 
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within it.  Whereas in Blackstone, Burke, and even Reeve’s use of the gothic castle, it functions as an 

explicit political symbol, Radcliffe gives further significance to the three-dimensional spaces 

associated with the gothic, depicting them as irregular spaces that can nevertheless be known, 

mapped, and mastered.  The female heroine’s adept negotiation of the gothic castle’s irrational 

spaces ultimately brings about her liberty and her renewed claim to her own property.  In Radcliffe’s 

novels, gothic castles function much like what Henri Lefebvre calls “representational spaces,” spaces 

that embody “complex symbolisms, sometimes coded, sometimes not, linked to the clandestine or 

underground side of social life, as also to art” (33).  Understanding social relations to occur within 

and to be shaped by space, Lefebvre argues for a new attention to the ways in which power, 

ideology, and class struggle are inscribed within spatial representations.  Radcliffe’s gothic spaces 

reward close attention to the spatial dimensions of political authority in the gothic novel by enabling 

us to see the ways in which her female protagonists resist their burial within the patriarchal structure 

of the gothic estate and picturesque prospects in order to subvert a much broader conservative 

discourse about property in the late eighteenth-century. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
1 Building upon Locke’s argument that labor alone provides a legitimate basis for property ownership, 
Wollstonecraft argued that the “demon of property” as exclusive and inherited privilege undermined the civic 
and religious liberty that is the basis of the social contract: “property has ever been at hand to encroach on 
the sacred rights of man, and to fence round with awful pomp that war with justice.”   
 
2 For instance, Ronald Paulson writes that “the castle as prison was already implicit in The Castle of Otranto and 
Radcliffe’s Castles of Athlin and Dynbayne (1789), and it may have been only this image and this frame of mind 
that made the Fall of the Bastille an automatic image of revolution for the French as well as English writers.  
By the time The Mysteries of Udolpho appeared (1794), the castle, prison, tyrant, and sensitive young girl could 
no longer be presented naively; they had all been sophisticated by the events in France” (537). 
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