Motifs and Elements of Gothic Prose and Verse
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The following is a list of motifs that may occur in a narrative or verse which enables you to identify the writing as gothic. Not all elements on the list need to be present for the work to be considered gothic. However, you should be able to apply AT LEAST THREE motifs to the writing in order to make an argument that the work is gothic in genre. 

A motif is

Explaining Gothic Motifs:

Once you have identified at least three motifs you must analyse and explain the effect the motif has on the writing as a whole. Analysing the motif’s effect involves explaining how the motif further develops a character for example or how the motif affects the tone, mood or atmosphere of the piece.
Here are some guiding questions to help with explaining the significance of the gothic motif to the writing as a whole:

Does the motif: 

· Reveal a character’s thoughts, emotions, and psychological make-up?

· Affect the tone, moods, atmosphere of the writing?

· Create tension?

· Help to further the plot

Of the utmost importance is supporting you analysis with a quote from the writing.

e.g. When Heathcliff “dashe[s] his head against the knotted trunk; and howl[s], not like a man, but like a savage beast” it is clear his character has reached its apex of overwrought emotion (158). His pain and anguish become otherworldly as a result of his powerful, yet unrequited love for Catherine.

Motifs

1. Setting in a Castle: Generally, the action takes place in and around an old castle, mansion or estate which is either abandoned or occupied. Secret passages, trap doors, secret rooms, and dark or hidden staircases contribute to the gothic setting of these buildings. The surrounding landscape is often haunting, stormy, dark, barren, or heavily forested. Moors or heaths are also part of the surrounding landscape. 

2. Atmosphere of Mystery and Suspense: There may be a disappearance, a murder, a threatening feeling that arouses tension in the writing and lends to a fear of the unknown for both characters and readers. 
3. Omen or Visions: This motif presents itself through dreams or spirits that are usually witnessed or experienced by only one character. The omen or vision relates to past, present or future events. 

4. Supernatural or Inexplicable Events: Ghosts walking, voices, paranormal phenomenon, or inanimate objects coming to life contribute to this gothic motif. 

5. High or Overwrought Emotion: Characters are often overcome by anger, sorrow, surprise and/ or terror. Characters suffer from raw nerves and a sense of impending doom. Crying, panic, breathlessness and frantic behaviour accompany this motif. 

6. Woman in Distress: Female characters often face events that leave them fainting, terrified, vulnerable, screaming or sobbing. The heroine is often lonely, oppressed, pensive or isolated.
7. Woman Threatened by a Powerful, Impulsive, Tyrannical Male: One or more male characters has the power to demand that one or more of the female characters do something intolerable. The male character is oppressive, controlling and/or punitive either physically or psychologically. For example: a female character may be forced to marry someone she does not love. 

8. Subterranean Dungeons: This motif includes cellars or underground secret passageways. These depths are dark, damp locations where moans or screams can be heard from within.
9. Gothic Vocabulary: This motif should be obvious throughout the story and includes powerful words that evoke a response from the reader. i.e. rage, despair, howl, furious, shriek, vast, wretched. 

10. Elements of Romance: There are several forms of romance in the gothic narrative. Each of the following offers a gothic motif of its own right or in combination.

· Powerful Love: an obsessive, unhealthy love whereby nothing stands in its way; it is the characters’ singular purpose of existence

· Uncertainty of Reciprocation: it is ambiguous or unclear if the love is returned.

· Unreturned  Love: the character loves in vain, yet it is clear that the character is not loved in return
· Lovers Parted: some obstacle arises that separates the lovers. Despite the separation this mutual love is undying

· Illicit Love or Lust Threatens the Virtuous One: the innocent woman becomes a target of an evil male’s desires, lust and/or avarice
· Rival Lovers: one of the lovers or both can have more than one person vying for their affections

11. Blood: This is a prominent symbol in the genre. Blood can represent life and death or even guilt as in murder or innocence as in redemptive blood. As a singular motif, blood is analysed in symbolic terms.

12. Madness/madmen/ Characters Who Question Their Sanity: These characters usually have heightened sensory perception or emotional response. They often defend their motives by ratio0nalizing their actions as justifiable. 

13. Innocence Victimized by Evil: Generally a socially naïve individual, regardless of age or gender, is duped by an ill-intended character. In most circumstances the innocent is “rescued” from ma precarious situation.
14. Sexual Perversion: This motif exceeds lust and crosses unusual and socially unacceptable sexual fascination or arousal. 

15. Mistaken or Secret Identities: Characters have an outward appearance that belies their true, hidden, or underlying identity. This mistaken identity often fools a naïve character . 

16. The Outcast or Wanderer: This character is misplaced in society as a result of appearance, social class and/or their own dissatisfaction with the world in which they live. 
