
Chronological History of Notable Gothic & Suspense Texts 

The Castle of 
Otranto – Horace 

Walpole, 1765 

Vathek – William 
Beckford, 1786 

Frankenstein – 
Mary Shelley, 

1818 

The Hunchback of 
Notre Dame – 

Victor Hugo, 1831 

The Raven – 
Edgar Allen 
Poe, 1845 

Wuthering 
Heights – Emily 

Bronte, 1847 

The Strange Case of Dr 
Jekyll and Mr Hyde – 
R.L. Stevenson, 1887 

The Picture of Dorian 
Gray, Oscar Wilde, 

1890 

Dracula – 
Bram Stoker, 

1897 

Rebecca – Du 
Maurier, 1931 

The Woman in 
Black – Susan Hill, 

1983 

The Twilight 
Series – 

Stephanie Meyer, 
2006 
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Medieval Europe (C3-14) is sometimes referred to as the ‘Dark Ages’ (although this can be 
contested for a number of reasons.) Some believe that people lived in fear due to 
superstition and ignorance and that not much learning took place in this time. Castles with 
gargoyles were built to ward off evil spirits, this architecture is known as ‘gothic’ e.g. 
Notre Dame. 

Figures from The Age of Enlightenment (C18-19) believed that scientific progress was the 
only way to advance society, and great discoveries were made in this time. They tried to 
rid Europe of superstition and ignorance through promoting reason and logic. 

The Gothic and Suspense genre first emerged from the Romantic movement. It used art 
and ideas from the Dark Ages, wild emotion and nature to contrast modern ideas about 
science and logic. Gothic writing transformed into the format of the extremely popular 
Victorian ghost story. Today, we use the term ‘gothic’ widely to describe art, style, 
clothing (e.g. Alexander McQueen couture) music and film (e.g. Tim Burton films).  The 
style and genre is very much still alive. 

Ty
p

ic
al

 S
e

tt
in

gs
  

Wild Landscapes which offer protection from ‘civilisation’ where mankind dwell in the 
bustle and light of the city. The freedom of natural or remote locations destroy the rigid 
social order and allows monsters to dwell there – think Dracula’s castle. This isolation is an 
important aspect of the vulnerability of many of our characters. When they are alone and 
out of reach of help which escalates the tension and hidden threats. 

Gloomy or Decaying Environments such as abandoned buildings left to ruin including 
castles, churches or abbeys. This links to remote and uninhabited places. Interestingly, 
newer versions of the Gothic involve these blending with the modern world. 

In Plain Sight typically in suspense writing the tension arises from the victims being lured 
into environments which seem perfectly normal and even inviting. The application of The 
Uncanny in stories such as ‘The Landlady’ highlight a deep sense of unease as all is not as 
it seems and both the reader and characters can be lulled into a false sense of security. 
Often there will be ominous hints that there may be danger and it is this rising tension 
which makes suspense writing and interesting genre. 
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Darkness This is a crucial feature for all Gothic & suspense writing. The darkness disguises the 
truth and it is this unknown, but lack of sight and lack of truth which brings real fear to the 
reader. The slow reveal of information is heightened by the cover of night and the nightmares 
associated with it. 

The Supernatural Involving ghosts, ghouls, witches, vampires, curse or just the fear of 
these. In ‘Don’t look Now’ there is only darkness however, the terror of the characters 
create demons in the shadows. 

Hyperbolic Emotion Depictions of madness and psychological episodes are common in 
Gothic and Suspense writing as the character often does not know what threatens them.  
It is this sense of the unknown which creates so much unease and panic. This can also be 
linked to the supernatural. 

Our Studied Texts: Key Descriptors 
The Landlady 

Unnerving, Familiarity, Macabre, Disturbing 
Lamb to the Slaughter 

Calculating, Conniving, Shrewd, Devious 

Tell Tale Heart 
Contemptuous, Disparaging, Insecure, Paranoia, Bellicose 

The Raven 
Mental instability, Forlorn, Devastation 

Dr Jekyll and My Hyde 
Timid, Suspicious, Victim, Duality, Monstrous 

 Rebecca 
Pathetic Fallacy, Dilapidated, Spectral 

Don’t Look Now 
Cruel, Vexatious, Malevolent, Demonic, Frightening 

Haunting of Hill House 
Comedic, Tense, Ominous, Malignant 

Dracula 
Cunning, Predatory, Imprisoned, Incredulity (disbelief) 

The Woman in Black 
Seclusion, Remoteness, Distress. Menacing 

 

 

Critical Comments 

“The bomb must never go off!” “There is no terror in the bang, only the anticipation of it” – Alfred Hitchcock 

“This suspense is terrible. I hope it will last.” – Oscar Wilde The Importance of Being Earnest 

“The oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown” – H.P. Lovecraft 
 

Narrative Arc 

Exposition 

Also known as setting the scene, this part of the narrative arc introduces the characters, 
details of their appearance and behaviour as well as signalling their relationships with other 
characters. Often here there will be a great deal of environmental description to create an 
eerie and uncomfortable atmosphere.  

Rising Tension 

In stories where there is a great deal of delayed action and nothing seems immediately wrong, 
the reader can feel a sense of unease because they are aware of The Uncanny and that 
something will be revealed to unsettle this seemingly comfortable environment.  

Climax 
Relief 

Some Gothic and Suspense writing will have moments of relief where it seems the worst is 
over. This usually takes place if there is extended delayed action and only gives momentary 
respite before diving into more terror or uncertainty.  

Resolution  
Delayed Action 

Not following the traditional narrative arc, sometimes there is not real resolution but instead a 
cliff hanger or moment of prolonged suspense that the reader is left with. By deviating from 
traditional structural rules, this genre heightens the reader’s reactions and emotions.  

Climax & 
Dramatic Irony 

Not all Gothic & Suspense writing has a resolution or major moment of climax within the text. 
For example, Lamb to the Slaughter, the death of her husband is dealt with early on and with 
little emotion. The real drama is will she be convicted of the crime?  Similarly, the reader will 
often know the outcome without the writer needing to explicitly state it and there are enough 
clues in the text to suggest what will take place. This leaves the final scenes up to the 
imagination of the reader rather than tying it all neatly up into a bow like most stories. The use 
of dramatic irony – where the reader is aware of information before the characters – is an 
important way to build tension as they desperately hope the characters will realise the danger 
before it is too late.  

Conventions 
Fear 

Isolation 

Dark 
Environment 

The Gothic 

The Uncanny 

Tension 

Delayed Action 

Vulnerability 

Foreshadowing 

Hidden threats 
 

Vocabulary 
Dramatic Irony 

The Uncanny 

Isolation 

Gothic 

Foreshadowing 

Hyperbole 

Eerie 

Vulnerable 

Revelation 

Delayed Action 

Grotesque 

Foreboding 

Pathetic Fallacy 

Tension 

Characterisation 

The Unknown 

Paranormal 

Mysterious 

Ominous 

Supernatural 

Narrative Arc 
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