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Abstract 

This article examines the resurgence and transformation of Gothic literary conventions in twenty-first-century 

British fiction, arguing that contemporary writers have reimagined traditional Gothic tropes to address distinctly 

modern anxieties surrounding technology, ecological catastrophe, national identity, and the legacies of empire. 

Drawing on Sigmund Freud's concept of the uncanny, Edmund Burke's theorization of the sublime, and 

contemporary Gothic scholarship, this study analyses selected works by Sarah Waters, Mark Haddon, and Sarah 

Perry to demonstrate how the Gothic mode has been revitalized for the post-millennial era. The research employs 

a qualitative textual analysis methodology, examining primary literary texts alongside critical essays and 

theoretical frameworks from genre studies. The findings reveal that twenty-first-century British Gothic fiction 

deploys familiar elements (haunted spaces, spectral presences, psychological terror, and the return of the 

repressed) while simultaneously interrogating contemporary concerns including trauma, sexuality, mental illness, 

and environmental degradation. The article argues that the Gothic's inherent capacity for exploring boundary 

transgressions and articulating cultural fears makes it particularly suited to capturing the uncertainties of the 

contemporary moment. This study contributes to ongoing scholarly conversations about genre evolution, 

demonstrating that the Gothic remains a vital and adaptive mode capable of illuminating the hidden terrors lurking 

beneath the surfaces of modern British life. 
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Introduction  

The Gothic has proven remarkably resilient since its emergence in the eighteenth 

century with Horace Walpole's The Castle of Otranto (1764). The Castle of Otranto. From its 

origins in crumbling castles and medieval ruins, the mode has continually adapted to new 

historical contexts, finding fresh manifestations in Victorian sensation fiction, fin-de-siècle 

decadence, twentieth-century horror, and contemporary literary experimentation. The twenty-

first century has witnessed a particularly notable resurgence of Gothic elements in British 

fiction, with critically acclaimed authors deploying the mode's conventions to explore anxieties 

specific to the post-millennial era. This renaissance raises compelling questions about genre 
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evolution: How do contemporary writers transform inherited Gothic tropes? What new terrors 

does the twenty-first-century Gothic illuminate? And why does this ostensibly archaic mode 

remain so persistently relevant? 
The Gothic has always been a mode concerned with boundaries and their transgression, 

including the boundaries between life and death, past and present, self and other, natural and 

supernatural. As Fred Botting (1996) observes, Gothic texts "shadow the despairing ecstasies 

of Romantic idealism and the uncanny dualities of Victorian realism" while simultaneously 

anticipating "the fragmented subjectivities of modernist writing." This liminal quality makes 

the Gothic particularly suited to moments of cultural transition and uncertainty, when 

established categories appear to dissolve and new configurations of power and identity emerge. 

The opening decades of the twenty-first century, marked by terrorist attacks, financial crises, 

pandemic disease, climate emergency, and profound technological transformation, constitute 

precisely such a moment. 

This article investigates how selected twenty-first-century British novelists have 

reimagined Gothic conventions to address contemporary concerns. The study focuses on three 

texts that exemplify different dimensions of the contemporary Gothic: Sarah Waters's The 

Little Stranger (2009).The Little Stranger, which deploys the haunted house narrative to 

explore class anxiety and post-war national decline; Mark Haddon's The Red House (2012)The 

Red House, which employs psychological terror to examine family dysfunction and repressed 

trauma; and Sarah Perry's The Essex Serpent (2016), The Essex Serpent, which revives 

Victorian Gothic conventions to interrogate the boundaries between faith and reason, nature 

and culture. Through close reading informed by theoretical frameworks from Gothic studies, 

this research addresses the following question: How do contemporary British novelists 

transform traditional Gothic elements to articulate distinctly twenty-first-century forms of 

terror and the uncanny? 

Literature Review 

Theorizing the Gothic: From Burke to Botting 

Critical understanding of the Gothic has evolved substantially since Edmund Burke's A 

Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757).A 

Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, which 

provided a foundational aesthetic framework for comprehending terror's appeal. Burke argued 

that objects capable of exciting ideas of pain and danger, that is, whatever is "terrible," produce 

the strongest emotion the mind is capable of feeling. This sublime terror, experienced from a 

position of safety, generates a peculiar pleasure that Burke termed "delight." The Gothic novel, 

emerging shortly after Burke's treatise, can be understood as a literary laboratory for producing 

such delightful terror through representations of vast spaces, obscurity, power, and privation. 

Sigmund Freud's essay "Das Unheimliche" ("The Uncanny," 1919) introduced a 

psychoanalytic dimension that has proven immensely influential for Gothic criticism. Freud 

defined the uncanny as "that class of the frightening which leads back to what is known of old 

and long familiar." The uncanny arises when repressed material returns in distorted form, when 

the distinction between imagination and reality is effaced, or when primitive beliefs we thought 

we had surmounted appear confirmed. This concept illuminates the Gothic's characteristic 

preoccupation with doubles, haunting, repetition compulsion, and the return of the past into the 

present. 

Julia Kristeva's theorization of abjection in Powers of Horror provides another crucial 

framework for understanding Gothic affects. The abject is that which disturbs identity, system, 

and order, that which "does not respect borders, positions, rules." Gothic texts frequently stage 

encounters with the abject: corpses, bodily fluids, decay, and monstrous beings that blur 
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categorical boundaries. Kristeva's work helps explain the visceral horror that Gothic 

representations of transgressed boundaries produce. 

David Punter's foundational The Literature of Terror (1980, revised 1996) argues that 
Gothic texts articulate social and political anxieties in displaced form, encoding fears about 

revolution, class conflict, and sexual transgression. Punter's approach treats the Gothic not as 

escapist fantasy but as a mode deeply engaged with historical realities. Similarly, (Botting) 

traces how the mode has evolved in response to changing cultural conditions, arguing that 

Gothic excess serves to reinforce normative boundaries even as it appears to transgress them. 

The Contemporary Gothic Turn 

Scholarly attention to twenty-first-century Gothic has grown substantially in recent 

years. Catherine Spooner's Contemporary Gothic (2006) and Post-Millennial Gothic (2017) 

chart the mode's proliferation across literature, film, television, fashion, and popular culture 

in the new millennium. Spooner argues that Gothic has become so pervasive that it constitutes 

a "dominant mode" of contemporary cultural production rather than a marginal genre. This 

mainstreaming of Gothic sensibilities reflects broader cultural conditions: widespread 

anxiety, distrust of institutions, and fascination with mortality and decay. 

Jerrold Hogle's The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction (2002) and subsequent 

edited collections have established key frameworks for understanding contemporary Gothic's 

relationship to its antecedents. Hogle emphasizes the Gothic's "ghosting" function, its capacity 

to raise specters of the past that unsettle present certainties. This temporal disruption proves 

particularly relevant to twenty-first-century texts that examine how historical traumas 

continue to haunt the present. 

Recent scholarship has also examined specific thematic concerns in contemporary 

Gothic. Roger Luckhurst's work on trauma and Gothic explores how the mode provides 

narrative forms for representing experiences that resist conventional articulation. Stacey 

Abbott and Lorna Jowett's research on television Gothic examines how serial narrative 

formats transform traditional Gothic conventions. Meanwhile, scholars including Emily Alder 

and Andrew Smith have investigated "ecogothic," that is, Gothic texts that address 

environmental crisis and humanity's troubled relationship with the natural world. 

British Gothic Traditions 

British Gothic has always been entangled with questions of national identity, imperial 

expansion, and class hierarchy. From Ann Radcliffe's Continental settings that allowed oblique 

commentary on British society, through Victorian Gothic's anxious engagement with empire 

and degeneration, to twentieth-century authors like Daphne du Maurier and Shirley Jackson, 

British writers have employed Gothic conventions to explore tensions within national culture. 

Alexandra Warwick and Martin Willis's work on Victorian Gothic demonstrates how the mode 

served to articulate anxieties about urbanization, industrialization, and scientific progress 

during that period. 

The twenty-first-century British Gothic inherits these traditions while responding to 

new historical circumstances. Post-devolution anxieties about the United Kingdom's 

coherence, post-imperial reckonings with colonial history, and post-industrial transformations 

of landscape and community all find expression in contemporary Gothic texts. Scholars 

including Tabish Khair and Justin Edwards have examined how postcolonial Gothic addresses 

the specters of empire that continue to haunt British culture, while Lucie Armitt's research on 

contemporary women's Gothic explores how female authors deploy the mode to interrogate 

gender relations and domestic spaces. 
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Methods 

This study employs a qualitative textual analysis methodology grounded in genre 

studies and literary theory. The research design is interpretive, seeking to generate nuanced 

readings of selected texts through close attention to narrative structure, imagery, 

characterization, and intertextual resonances with Gothic tradition. The analysis synthesizes 

theoretical frameworks from Gothic studies, including Freud's uncanny, Kristeva's abjection, 

and contemporary scholarship on genre evolution, to illuminate how twenty-first-century 

British novelists transform inherited conventions. 

The primary texts selected for analysis represent diverse approaches to contemporary 

Gothic. Sarah Waters's The Little Stranger (2009) offers a haunted house narrative set in post-

war Britain that engages explicitly with classic Gothic conventions. Mark Haddon's The Red 

House (2012) represents psychological Gothic, exploring family trauma without recourse to 

supernatural elements. Sarah Perry's The Essex Serpent (2016) revives Victorian Gothic 

conventions in a neo-Victorian narrative that interrogates boundaries between rational and 

irrational explanation. These texts were selected to demonstrate the range of contemporary 

Gothic practice while maintaining focus on works that have received critical attention and 

commercial success. 

Secondary sources include peer-reviewed journal articles, academic monographs, and 

theoretical texts drawn from Gothic studies, genre theory, and British literary studies. Sources 

were identified through systematic searches of academic databases including JSTOR, Project 

MUSE, and MLA International Bibliography. The analysis proceeds through close reading of 

selected passages that crystallize each text's engagement with Gothic conventions, situating 

these readings within broader theoretical and historical contexts. 

The study acknowledges certain limitations. The selection of three primary texts 

necessarily excludes many other significant examples of contemporary British Gothic, 

including works by authors such as Hilary Mantel, Kate Mosse, and Adam Nevill. The focus 

on literary fiction also excludes genre horror fiction that engages with Gothic traditions in 

different ways. Future research might extend this analysis to encompass a broader corpus or 

examine Gothic's manifestations in other media including film, television, and digital games. 

Results 

The Haunted House and National Decline: Sarah Waters's The Little Stranger 

Sarah Waters's The Little Stranger represents perhaps the most explicitly Gothic of the 

texts examined, deploying the haunted house convention with meticulous attention to genre 

tradition. Set in the late 1940s, the novel follows Dr. Faraday, a working-class physician, as he 

becomes entangled with the declining Ayres family at Hundreds Hall, a Georgian mansion 

falling into decay. The house itself functions as the novel's central Gothic presence: its 

deterioration mirrors the dissolution of the aristocratic class it represents, while apparently 

supernatural manifestations suggest forces that resist rational explanation. 

The analysis reveals that Waters deploys the uncanny with particular sophistication. 

The novel's supernatural occurrences remain ambiguous throughout, hovering between 

psychological and paranormal explanation in a manner recalling Henry James's The Turn of 

the Screw (1898). Scorch marks appear on walls, bells ring without apparent cause, and a 

malevolent presence seems to pursue family members. Yet the narrative perspective, filtered 

entirely through Faraday's unreliable consciousness, prevents any definitive interpretation. 

This sustained ambiguity produces the "intellectual uncertainty" that Freud identified as central 

to uncanny experience. 

Waters's haunted house serves as an allegory for post-war British national identity. 

Hundreds Hall embodies a social order that the Welfare State and post-war reforms threatened 
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to dismantle. The spectral presence that haunts the house can be read as the return of repressed 

class resentment, potentially emanating from Faraday himself, whose childhood visit to 

Hundreds Hall inspired both fascination and bitter awareness of his exclusion from the 
privileged world it represented. The "little stranger" of the title may refer to the young Faraday, 

whose desire for what the house represents returns in destructive form. 

The novel's engagement with classic Gothic conventions proves both reverent and 

revisionist. Waters incorporates familiar elements (the isolated country house, the vulnerable 

heroine, the atmosphere of decay and entrapment) while inflecting them with contemporary 

concerns about class mobility, historical change, and the violence underlying social relations. 

The text demonstrates that Gothic's conventional apparatus can be repurposed to address 

specifically twenty-first-century preoccupations with history, memory, and national 

transformation. 

Psychological Terror and Family Trauma: Mark Haddon's The Red House 

Mark Haddon's The Red House represents a different strand of contemporary Gothic: 

psychological horror stripped of supernatural apparatus. The novel follows two estranged 

siblings and their families during a week's holiday in a rented house in the Welsh borders. No 

ghosts appear, no monstrous creatures threaten, yet the text generates sustained unease through 

its exploration of buried family secrets, repressed memories, and the terrors lurking within 

apparently ordinary domestic relations. 

The analysis identifies several Gothic strategies operating in Haddon's text. The titular 

red house functions as a liminal space, neither home nor away, a temporary dwelling that 

nonetheless contains permanent anxieties. The house's unfamiliarity strips away the protective 

routines of ordinary life, exposing the characters' psychological vulnerabilities. This 

defamiliarization of domestic space recalls Freud's insight that the uncanny often involves the 

transformation of the homely (heimlich) into the unhomely (unheimlich). 

Haddon's narrative technique intensifies the Gothic atmosphere. The novel shifts 

rapidly between multiple perspectives, rendering each character's consciousness in stream-of-

consciousness fragments. This technique generates a sense of radical isolation: characters share 

physical space yet remain trapped within separate mental worlds, unable to communicate their 

deepest fears and desires. The repressed contents of each consciousness (traumatic memories, 

forbidden attractions, violent impulses) threaten constantly to erupt into the present. 

The return of the repressed emerges as the novel's central Gothic mechanism. Richard, 

the patriarch, harbours guilt over his mother's death and his estrangement from his sister. 

Angela struggles with memories of childhood abuse. The teenage characters wrestle with 

sexual awakening and identity formation. These buried materials surface throughout the 

narrative in dreams, intrusive thoughts, and moments of crisis. Haddon demonstrates that the 

psychological Gothic requires no supernatural machinery: the human mind itself generates 

sufficient horror through its capacity for repression, distortion, and destructive return. 

Neo-Victorian Gothic and the Monstrous Natural World: Sarah Perry's The Essex 

Serpent 

Sarah Perry's The Essex Serpent represents the neo-Victorian strain of contemporary 

Gothic: historical fiction that returns to the Victorian period while bringing contemporary 

perspectives to bear on its conventions. Set in the 1890s, the novel follows Cora Seaborne, a 

recently widowed woman with naturalist interests, who travels to the Essex coast to investigate 

reports of a mysterious serpentine creature terrorizing the village of Aldwinter. The narrative 

stages an encounter between scientific rationalism and religious faith, with the monstrous 

serpent serving as a figure for everything that exceeds categorical boundaries. 

Perry's engagement with Victorian Gothic conventions proves sophisticated and self-
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aware. The novel evokes the atmosphere of sensation fiction, with its emphasis on mystery, 

secrets, and female transgression, while also incorporating elements of natural history writing 

and religious controversy characteristic of the period. The Essex serpent recalls Victorian 
preoccupations with evolutionary theory and the challenge that Darwinism posed to religious 

cosmology. Like the sea monsters of Victorian natural theology debates, Perry's creature 

occupies the boundary between the known and unknown, the natural and supernatural. 

The analysis reveals that Perry deploys what recent scholarship has termed the 

"ecogothic," that is, Gothic conventions applied to humanity's troubled relationship with the 

natural world. The Essex marshlands function as a Gothic landscape: liminal spaces between 

land and sea, characterized by fog, mud, and deceptive surfaces that conceal hidden depths. 

The serpent itself may or may not exist as a physical creature, but it catalyzes a confrontation 

with the nonhuman world's capacity to terrify and exceed human understanding. In an era of 

climate crisis and ecological anxiety, such confrontations resonate beyond their Victorian 

setting. 

Perry's female protagonist embodies a specifically feminist revision of Gothic 

conventions. Unlike the persecuted heroines of classic Gothic, Cora Seaborne possesses 

intellectual authority, financial independence, and sexual agency. Her quest to explain the 

serpent represents a claim to scientific knowledge historically denied to women. Yet the novel 

does not simply celebrate rational enlightenment over superstitious fear; rather, it suggests that 

both positions contain partial truths and that some mysteries may exceed rational explanation. 

This ambivalence aligns with the Gothic's traditional resistance to epistemological certainty. 

Discussion 

The findings of this analysis demonstrate that twenty-first-century British Gothic fiction 

engages dynamically with inherited conventions while transforming them to address 

contemporary concerns. All three texts examined deploy recognizable Gothic elements 

(haunted spaces, buried secrets, transgressed boundaries, the return of the repressed) yet each 

reconfigures these elements in distinctive ways that illuminate specifically post-millennial 

anxieties. This adaptive capacity confirms the Gothic's status as a fundamentally parasitic 

mode, feeding on other genres and historical periods while remaining consistently preoccupied 

with terror, transgression, and the limits of rational explanation. 

The persistence of the uncanny across these diverse texts suggests its continuing 

relevance for understanding Gothic affect. Freud's concept illuminates how all three novels 

generate horror through the return of repressed material: class resentment in Waters, family 

trauma in Haddon, and pre-modern beliefs in Perry. The uncanny's emphasis on the familiar 

made strange helps explain why domestic and historical settings prove so effective for 

contemporary Gothic, as they transform spaces and periods readers might consider known and 

safe into sites of unexpected terror. 

The analysis also reveals significant transformations in Gothic conventions. Most 

notably, the texts examined eschew clear supernatural confirmation in favour of sustained 

ambiguity. Waters's spectral manifestations resist definitive explanation; Haddon dispenses 

with supernatural machinery entirely; Perry's serpent may be natural, supernatural, or purely 

imaginary. This epistemological uncertainty distinguishes contemporary Gothic from 

Victorian predecessors, which more often confirmed the reality of their supernatural elements. 

The shift reflects broader cultural conditions: in a secular, scientific age, writers cannot assume 

readers will accept supernatural explanations, yet neither can they dismiss the persistence of 

irrational fears and inexplicable experiences. 

The texts also demonstrate Gothic's capacity to address explicitly political concerns. 

Waters's engagement with class relations, Perry's feminist revision of Gothic heroism, and all 

three texts' interrogation of domestic spaces as sites of potential violence connect individual 
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terror to broader social structures. This political dimension aligns with David Punter's argument 

that Gothic serves to articulate anxieties that cannot find direct expression, encoding fears 

about social transformation in the displaced form of haunting, monstrosity, and supernatural 
threat. 

The prominence of female authors in contemporary British Gothic (Waters, Perry, and 

numerous others not examined here) merits particular attention. As Ellen Moers argued in 

Literary Women (1976) argued in Literary Women, Gothic has served as a mode through which 

women writers could explore experiences of confinement, persecution, and bodily vulnerability 

that reflected real conditions of patriarchal oppression. Contemporary women writers continue 

this tradition while expanding Gothic's concerns to encompass female agency, intellectual 

authority, and sexual desire. The mode proves sufficiently flexible to accommodate both 

Gothic's traditional representation of female victimization and feminist revisions that position 

women as active investigators of mystery rather than passive objects of terror. 

The implications of these findings extend beyond the specific texts examined to suggest 

broader conclusions about genre evolution. Gothic's persistence across more than two centuries 

demonstrates that certain narrative forms possess enduring appeal because they address 

perennial human concerns, including mortality, the unknown, transgression, and the limits of 

identity. Yet each historical moment transforms these concerns, requiring new manifestations 

of Gothic convention. The twenty-first-century British Gothic addresses anxieties about 

historical memory, environmental crisis, family dysfunction, and national identity that earlier 

periods could not have anticipated, demonstrating that even ancient terrors require 

contemporary articulation. 

Conclusion 

This article has examined the transformation of Gothic conventions in twenty-first-

century British fiction through analysis of works by Sarah Waters, Mark Haddon, and Sarah 

Perry. The findings reveal that contemporary writers have reimagined traditional Gothic 

elements (haunted houses, psychological terror, monstrous creatures, and the return of the 

repressed) to address distinctly post-millennial concerns. These concerns include class anxiety 

and national decline (Waters), family trauma and repressed memory (Haddon), and the 

boundaries between scientific rationalism and irrational fear (Perry). Across these diverse texts, 

the Gothic mode demonstrates its characteristic capacity to articulate cultural fears in displaced 

form while illuminating terrors that exceed rational explanation. 

The analysis demonstrates that Freud's concept of the uncanny remains centrally 

relevant for understanding contemporary Gothic affect. All three texts generate horror through 

the return of repressed material and the transformation of familiar spaces into sites of terror. 

However, contemporary Gothic also transforms this inheritance: sustained epistemological 

ambiguity, feminist revision of gendered conventions, and engagement with contemporary 

political concerns distinguish twenty-first-century practice from Victorian predecessors. 

The study contributes to ongoing scholarly conversations about genre evolution by 

demonstrating that Gothic constitutes not a fixed set of conventions but a dynamic mode 

capable of continuous adaptation. The Gothic's emphasis on boundary transgression, buried 

secrets, and the limits of rational explanation ensures its continued relevance for periods (like 

our own) characterized by profound uncertainty about the future. As long as contemporary 

culture generates anxieties that exceed direct articulation, Gothic will provide narrative forms 

capable of encoding those anxieties in the displaced language of terror and the uncanny. 

Future research might extend this analysis in several directions. Comparative studies 

could examine how British Gothic relates to contemporary Gothic production in other national 

contexts, potentially illuminating how specific cultural conditions shape Gothic expression. 

Studies of reader reception could investigate how contemporary audiences interpret Gothic 
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conventions and what pleasures they derive from encounters with textual terror. Additionally, 

research into Gothic's manifestations across media (in film, television, gaming, and digital 

culture) could reveal how the mode adapts to different technological platforms and audience 
expectations. What remains certain is that the Gothic, far from exhausting its possibilities, 

continues to evolve in response to the terrors of the present moment. 
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