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Abstract

Feminist scholars have focused on the Gothic as a medium for expressing the
horrors of female experience in a patriarchal society. This study examines Gothic awareness
in Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey and Silvia Moreno-Garcia’s Mexican Gothic.

The first part of the study focuses on Gothic awareness in relation to female
sexuality and the threat of sexual violence from a feminist and psychoanalytic point of view.
The second part of the analysis focuses on Gothic awareness in relation to domestic
entrapment from a feminist point of view. In the third and final part of the study, Gothic
awareness is analysed in relation to class and ethnicity from a Marxist and a postcolonial
perspective.

It is concluded that in Northanger Abbey, Catherine's lack of Gothic awareness stops
her from becoming a victim, but also stops her from recognising the Gothic dangers
surrounding her, whereas in Mexican Gothic, Noemi’s growing Gothic awareness enables her
to take action against the Gothic dangers she faces. In both works, Gothic genre conventions
are appropriated in order to convey the dangers faced by women in the worlds of the novels,
but also subverted in order to show that women are more than passive victims.

Keywords: Jane Austen, Silvia Moreno-Garcia, Gothic awareness, female sexuality, sexual
violence, domestic entrapment, exploitation
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Introduction

By marriage, the husband and wife are one person in law: that is, the very
being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage, or
at least is incorporated and consolidated into that of the husband; under
whose wing, protection, and cover, she performs every thing. (Blackstone
442)

As suggested by the quote above, taken from Commentaries on the
Laws of England published in 1765, there was a time when a married
woman was ‘civilly dead’, which resulted in the erasure of women
from official historical narratives. By using the mode of Gothic
fiction, female writers have been able to reinsert women into history
and at the same time symbolise their exclusion. Diana Wallace argues,
it is hardly surprising that the Gothic has been an important mode of
writing for women, and that the Gothic has occupied a central place in
feminist literary criticism (Female Gothic Histories 2). According to
Ellen Ledoux, Ann Radcliffe’s career (1789-1826) became a
flashpoint for cultural anxiety surrounding the status of the Gothic
novel and female readership and authorship. Critics were concerned
about what would happen if every woman aspired to be an author and
every young woman consumed the narratives of Gothic fiction (4).
This study will focus on two works which contain a Gothic
plot as well as an awareness of Gothic tropes, both by the narrator and
by prominent characters in the novels. Jerry Hogle defines the Gothic
as something which “usually takes place (at least some of the time) in
antiquated or seemingly antiquated space; this space holds some
manner of secret important to plot and character development; this
space is haunted by the blurring boundaries between the natural and
the supernatural; the genre emphasizes the repressed or unconscious;
the genre has social and political functions” (1-2). Jane Austen’s
Northanger Abbey (1817) has often been considered to be a parody of
Ann Radcliffe’s Gothic novels (Butler xix-xx), and scholars have also
argued that the novel could be interpreted as a defence of female

readership (Barron 66). Silvia Moreno-Garcia’s Mexican Gothic
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(2020), a recently published novel which has received critical acclaim,
declares itself as belonging to the Gothic genre by its title. In this
essay, the Gothic awareness and unawareness of the novels’
protagonists in different situations will be examined in relation to the
meta-discussion of the merits of female readership, which in
Northanger Abbey works as a response to the contemporary critics
concerned about the consequences of young women consuming
Gothic narratives, and in Mexican Gothic revolves around the
protagonist’s internal conflict between rationality and intuition.
Awareness of Gothic tropes and motifs will also be discussed in
relation to the thrill of Gothic fantasies, which cause the protagonists
feelings of shame.

This study will also examine the shared Gothic awareness of
the narrator and the reader, which allows for a play on genre
conventions. These conventions are to some extent conformed to and
to some extent subverted in both works. The subversion of Gothic
genre conventions will be analysed in relation to the messages
conveyed about the threat of domestic entrapment, female sexuality
and vulnerability to sexual threats, and ways in which class and
ethnicity influence female experience in the novels.

The choice of including Mexican Gothic, a novel set in 1950s
Mexico, adds an interesting contrast to the idea of Englishness
conveyed in classic Gothic works, and in Northanger Abbey. Despite
the different settings, the novels are related to each other in the sense
that the protagonists are acquainted with previous works in the Gothic
genre but struggle with the notion that reaching maturity entails the
abandonment of Gothic fantasies in favour of a common-sense
rationality. Ultimately, though, the reader learns that the Gothic
threats in both works are real, even if different in form from what was
originally imagined. This illuminates the continued threat of female
erasure and the continued relevance of the Gothic as a medium for its

expression (Ledoux 3).
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1.1 Frame for the Study

Given its focus on the Gothic novel as a mode of expression for female
erasure and oppression, and on female readership of the Gothic, this essay
places itself in the feminist area, but elements belonging to psychoanalytical
criticism have been employed in the discussion of Gothic fantasies and
female sexuality. Additionally, some Marxist concepts have been helpful in
the discussion of social class and power structures, and a postcolonial

perspective has added valuable insight to the role of ethnicity in the works.

A Brief Background to the Novels and Their

Original Reception

Despite being written in 1798-9 and sold to the London firm Benjamin
Crosby and Co. in 1803 (Butler vii), Northanger Abbey was not published
until December 1817, five months after Jane Austen’s death (viii). Leading
nineteenth-century admirers of Jane Austen mostly warmed to the novel, but
later critics have complained about the jerky movement between the
comical Bath scenes and the Gothic burlesque scenes at Northanger Abbey.
Others have argued that the Gothic burlesque has no place in an otherwise
naturalistic novel. There is consensus among critics that the literary self-
consciousness of Northanger Abbey puts it with Austen’s juvenilia rather
than with her naturalistic masterpieces written in her mature years, such as
Mansfield Park, Emma and Persuasion (Xi).

In Northanger Abbey, 17-year-old Catherine Morland is an Ann
Radcliffe fan and Gothic heroine in training who leaves her family home to
be introduced to the fashionable society in Bath, chaperoned by the wealthy
and respectable Allens. In Bath, she forms an intense friendship with
Isabella Thorpe and is courted by Isabella’s brother John, but Catherine is
more interested in Henry Tilney, with whom she shares a passion for Gothic
fiction. She is delighted when she is invited to Northanger Abbey, the
family home of the Tilneys, expecting it to be the site of the Gothic
adventure she has long anticipated. Despite being disappointed by the
modern appearance of the abbey, Catherine continues to search for Gothic

horrors in which General Tilney is the villain, but her immaturity and
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inexperience cause her to misinterpret situations, leading to embarrassment.
Ultimately, she remains unaware of the real Gothic crimes of the General,
and of the Gothic threats she faces in different situations, such as the near-
abduction by John Thorpe.

Mexican Gothic was written by the Mexican-Canadian author
Silvia Moreno-Garcia and published in 2020. The novel has been praised for
being “a shiver-inducing tale combining touches of Northanger Abbey with
bits of the Gormenghast trilogy thrown in for good measure” (Lockley 28)
and for being a novel which “plays all the classic Gothic tropes with deft
confidence while weaving in a much more modern and visceral strain of
horror” (Shaw). Moreno-Garcia herself has commented that Mexican Gothic
reverses the traditional dynamic by presenting the white person as the
Gothic “Other”. In older Gothic fiction, the focus is on a white person being
trapped by the dangerous and backwards ‘other’, who is often depicted as
brown and associated with Catholicism (Patrascu-Kingsley).

In Mexican Gothic, young socialite Noemi Taboada leaves behind
a glamorous life in Mexico City to rescue her newlywed cousin Catalina,
who is suspected of suffering from mental illness, from the secluded estate
High Place, owned by the wealthy English Doyle family. There, she meets
the alluring but menacing Virgil, husband of Catalina, the ancient patriarch
Howard, and the kind-hearted but downtrodden Francis, cousin of Virgil.
Through her dreams, she becomes aware of the horrors of High Place, but
while she tries to find a natural explanation and solution, she also becomes
physically trapped on the estate. In her dreams, she also becomes acquainted
with Agnes and Ruth, previous wives and victims of the Doyles, who reveal
the full extent of the horror in the house, but also show her what she needs

to do in order to end the tyranny of the Doyles once and for all.

1.2 Literary Review

After initially being overlooked, scholarship on Northanger Abbey
proliferated in the early 20" century, with scholars initially focusing on the
literary references in the novel. Other 20™ century scholars have focused on
the role of education in the plot, and on the assessment of the novel as a

complex work of art as a response to the earlier classification of Northanger
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Abbey as belonging to Austen’s juvenilia. Scholars after 1970 have focused
on Austen’s attitudes towards women’s place in society, with a focus on the
Gothic as a mode for expressing women'’s feelings and living conditions
(Benedict & Le Faye). For this study, the vast scholarship on Northanger
Abbey has been consulted, and two sources have been particularly helpful.

Firstly, in ““Let me go, Mr. Thorpe; Isabella, do not hold me!’:
Northanger Abbey and the Domestic Gothic”, Miriam Rheingold Fuller
argues that Jane Austen blends different genre conventions into a complex
genre which she calls the ‘domestic gothic’, with the purpose of exposing
the sexual and social threats faced by young women, and to highlight how
young women’s ignorance of or passive acceptance of the threats make
them more alarming (92). Fuller claims that Catherine’s love of the Gothic
turns out to be one of her greatest assets, since she is so absorbed in the
possibility of experiencing an improbable Gothic adventure that she fails to
realise when she experiences an ordinary adventure. Since she does not
recognise when she faces social and sexual threats, she responds swiftly and
efficiently, in contrast to Gothic heroines who are often hyper-aware of the
threats surrounding them (94). Fuller concludes that, by refashioning the
Gothic, Austen reinstates its original function: instruction under the guise of
entertainment. Young women are not warned about the dangers of reading
too many novels, but of the dangers they face from “powerful and
opportunistic members of society” (103).

Secondly, in “‘Nothing Really in It’: Gothic Interiors and the
Externals of the Courtship Plot in Northanger Abbey.”, Laura Baudot argues
that, by letting a washing bill spend part of the narrative as the Gothic trope
of a hidden manuscript, Austen hints at material facts fundamental to
marriage and reading (325). The inclusion of the washing bill plot “invites
readers to reflect critically on courtship plots and their own emotional
investment in happy endings. [...] Austen uses the washing bills as evidence
for how courtship novels and readers’ affective expectations repress the

material facts central to both marriage and novel reading: men and books
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have bodies” (325)!. By making the washing bill reappear in the ending,
when Eleanor Tilney is married off to the future Viscount, Austen invites
the reader to pursue a critical narrative which questions the teleology of the
marriage plot and the faith in happy endings (338).

Given its recent publication, Mexican Gothic has not been studied
extensively, but a few scholarly articles on the novel have been published,
two of which have been consulted for this study. Firstly, In “Les Filles de la
Nuit. Le Fantastique Féminin de Silvia Moreno-Garcia” [Girls of the Night.
The Female Fantasy of Silvia Moreno-Garcia], Patrick Bergeron argues that
the primary function of fantasy in Mexican Gothic is to reveal a young
woman to herself through ordeals which lead her to maturity and the
revelation of psychological truths (1).

Bergeron argues that Mexican Gothic consists of two plots, with
the first one being the attempt to rescue Catalina, which then turns into a
struggle for both Noemi and Catalina to escape from the Doyles (16), and
the second one concerning Noemi’s dive into the night in a literal and
figurative sense (17). Noemi’s victory against Howard and Virgil Doyle is a
double victory: a victory of the powers of life and day against the powers of
night and death, but also a victory of women against a dominating and
imprisoning masculinity. Bergeron therefore argues that Mexican Gothic
appropriates the codes of the Gothic novel in order to subvert them by
presenting women as anything but victims (22).

Secondly, in “Hemispheric Horror, Neofeudal Empire, and the
International Women's Strike”, Patricia Stuelke argues that Moreno-Garcia
draws on classic Gothic narrative tropes “to expose how the neofeudal
leanings of the present are both an intensification and a regeneration of the
forms of capitalist exploitation and imperialism already practiced in the
Americas” (648). The imprinting process, in which Howard Doyle transfers
his consciousness to a new body, exposes the reality of how the colonial

practices are rooted in a “violent logic of primitive accumulation that

! Quote from the abstract. Later, Baudot writes that ”Austen uses Gothic interiors,
such as the inner locked cabinet compartment, to plant evidence for the matters of
fact that the conventions of the courtship plot and the act of novel reading allow
readers to suppress” (326).
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conscripts nature into the colonial capitalist extraction of the life force and
consciousness of workers and women, as well as women’s reproductive
labour” (651). Women’s bodies are both territory and the wax through
which Howard Doyle’s identity is created and perpetuated, and at the same
time, the emphasis on the fiction of consent shows how women are often

drawn into relations of neofeudal extractions in the present (653).

Theoretical Background

3.1 Gender Norms and Sexual Violence

The themes of female sexuality and sexual violence are central to
Northanger Abbey and Mexican Gothic. Firstly, societal attitudes to the
female body are relevant to both works. Marianne Noble argues that a 19t
century woman was expected to act as if she had no body, and therefore the
female body itself serves as the abjected outside for the 19th century woman
(168). This can be related to Freud’s idea of the female body as uncanny.
The idea of the bodiless woman is of relevance to both works since
Northanger Abbey is set during a time in which the expression of female
desire was taboo, which is an attitude largely shared by the old-fashioned,
colonialist men in Mexican Gothic. Additionally, Mexican Gothic features
women who have become bodiless not just in a figurative sense, but also
physically, as Agnes and Ruth continue to exist in “the gloom”, which is the
fungal network through which Howard and Virgil Doyle control their
subjects, even though their bodies have died.

According to Marie Mulvey-Roberts, the classical female body in
Gothic fiction is a personification of the mute, virginial woman with her
closed mouth and enclosed body, whereas the Gothic female body,
associated with the Madonna/whore duality, is presented as transgressive
and unruly (107-108). The chosen novels feature both representations of the
female body, sometimes in relation to the same character.

Some scholars have explored female desire in relation to the
Gothic itself. Marianne Noble discusses the eroticisation of Gothic fantasies
and suggests that Gothic fiction offers its readers “the possibility of

encountering the terrifying components of the repressed unconscious”. She



Johansson 8

draws on the Lacanian idea of an irreducible human desire for a state in
which identity is meaningless to argue that “the idea of being on the brink of
nonbeing is a fantasy of being free of hegemonic identity” (174). A
fascination with, and to some extent an eroticisation of, Gothic fiction
occurs in both of the chosen works, and additionally, sexual fantasies in
relation to dreams is a reoccurring motif in Mexican Gothic.

Another aspect of the theme of sexuality in Gothic fiction is the
threat of sexual violence. Punter and Byron argue that the transgressive
male becomes the primary threat to the female protagonist in the female
Gothic plot (278-9), which holds true for the plots of Northanger Abbey,
where John Thorpe’s intentions with Catherine are revealed in coded
language, and Mexican Gothic, where historical and present sexual violence
by Howard and Virgil Doyle is explicitly accounted for.

As an extension of sexual violence, incest could be discussed in
relation to both works. According to Jenny DiPlacidi, incest is a common
motif in Gothic fiction since Gothic paradigms expose the ways in which
practices a society propagates as natural are in fact unnatural constructs (7).
Scholars who base their interpretation on the Freudian understanding of
incest claim that Gothic heroines invent incestuous threats in order to flee
from their fathers and replace them with a non-kin lover as their protector,
whereas analyses based on a feminist sociologists’ definition of incest
consider it to be a “violent literalisation of the unequal power relations in
the patriarchal family” (12).

Whereas violent and consummated acts of incest allow a text to be
considered masculine or ‘real’ Gothic, the Female Gothic tradition present
incest that is averted, non-violent or implied (8). Mexican Gothic features
the former kind of incest, whereas it could be argued that Northanger Abbey
contains allusions of the latter kind.

The meaning of the sexual elements of a Gothic text could also
depend on the ideological interpretation of the text. While scholars such as
Ellen Moers, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar have argued that Female
Gothic authors use coded expressions in order to describe anxieties relating
to female sexuality (Ledoux 2), others, such as Diane Hoeveler, have argued

that the purpose of the female Gothic text is not so much to reflect on the



Johansson 9

experience of women, but rather to teach the reader how to become properly
feminised (Heiland 183). It could be argued that the two interpretations
could be applied to both of the chosen works, given that the women in the
texts experience shame related to fantasies, and that the novels present
different ideas, sometimes played against each other, of what it means to be

feminised.

3.2 Domestic Entrapment

According to Holland and Sherman, the Female Gothic is defined by the
central image of ‘woman-plus-habitation’ (279). Ledoux has further defined
the Female Gothic as the way women writers “employ certain coded
expressions to describe anxieties over domestic entrapment and female
sexuality” (2). The threat of domestic entrapment is of central importance to
both Northanger Abbey and Mexican Gothic. On one level, domestic
entrapment is part of a romanticised Gothic fantasy of the female characters,
and on another level, the threat of domestic entrapment is conveyed by the
narrator in situations where the female character at risk is unaware of the
danger.

Using Michel Foucault’s ideas of how social control has moved
from visible punishments to internalised control based on religion and
discipline, Marianne Noble argues that the purpose of the Gothic is to
expose the violent repression hiding behind the rationality and orderliness of
the Enlightened age (171). Gothic mansions such as Northanger Abbey and
High Place could therefore be understood as prisons in disguise; the doors
are not locked, but the female inhabitants are unable to leave. Trapped in the
domestic space, women are forgotten and their identities lost. In Female
Gothic Histories, Diana Wallace argues that female writers have used
Gothic historical fiction in order to explore ways in which the female line
has been erased in history (5). The metaphors historians use to describe the
relationship between women and history of women being outside,
underneath and hidden from history are Gothic images of a dark and
obscure past which needs to be unearthed. According to Eugenia

DeLamotte, the discovery of the Hidden Woman is a central feature of the
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Gothic, since: “Gothic romances tell again and again this story of the
woman hidden from the world as if she were dead, her long suffering
unknown to those outside — or sometimes even inside — the ruined castle,
crumbling abbey, deserted wing, madhouse, convent, cave, priory,
subterranean prison, or secret apartments” (153).

If a woman’s place is in the home, Diana Wallace argues in “‘A

299

Woman’s Place’”, then “the Gothic has been the mode of writing which has
perhaps most brilliantly articulated and symbolised the terrors of that
domestic space” (75). The Gothic house is haunted by the shadows of
possession, confinement and a loss of identity and opportunities (75). She
employs the Freudian concept of the uncanny to explain how the houses in
Gothic fiction are rendered unhomely by their association with male sexual
and economic power (78).

The uncanny is a feeling which arises when a person comes across
something which is familiar, yet unfamiliar (Freud 13). According to Freud,
people commonly experience the sensation of the uncanny in relation to
death and dead bodies, but also in relation to the female genital organs,
since they are “the entrance to the former ieim [home] of all human beings,
to the place where everyone dwelt once upon a time and in the beginning”
(15). In Northanger Abbey and Mexican Gothic, the protagonists experience
the uncanny in relation to the threat of domestic entrapment, but also in

relation to their own bodies.

3.3 Class and Ethnicity

In addition to female experience, the impact of class and ethnicity is also
explored in Northanger Abbey and Mexican Gothic. According to Gary
Kelly, the Gothic has been used to explore the other and the alien in
European culture (3). He argues that Gothic novels “mount a critique of
court politics and culture from the point of view of the ‘progressive’ middle
classes and such novels display and criticize the dissemination of courtly
hegemony through the fashion system and the increasing commercialization
of culture” (4). Although Noemi’s family is wealthy, their fortune is self-

made, and as such, both of the chosen works could be regarded as mounting
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a critique of the behaviour of aristocrats from a progressive, middle-class
point of view.

Often, Kelly argues, an impecunious aristocrat ruined by
extravagance and conspicuous consumption attempts to regain his fortunes
by seducing and/or marrying a young middle-class woman or heiress (5),
which is a motif explored in both of the chosen works. The practice of using
women, and to a lesser extent men, as trading goods by securing wealth
through marriage could be regarded as an example of naturalisation, and the
use of Gothic tropes in the context allows for its exposure to the reader.

Being in a position of power and belonging to a higher social class
often intersects with whiteness. It is therefore relevant to study how
ethnicity is treated in the chosen works. Gary Kelly argues that in Gothic
fiction, Englishness is connected to virtue whereas vice is seen as non-
English (5). In both of the chosen works, the characters in a position of
power are English and seem to believe that their nationality entails a certain
moral superiority. The connection between Englishness and virtue is
explored through an insider perspective in Northanger Abbey, where the
characters, and presumably also the narrator, are English, but in Mexican
Gothic, the morality of the English is examined from a Mexican point of
view.

Mexican Gothic can therefore be regarded as belonging to the
genre of the postcolonial Gothic. According to Ken Gelder, it is difficult not
to imagine the violent process of colonisation in Gothic ways (191). The
postcolonial Gothic has the critical purpose of bringing attention to all forms
of relations of domination. In many postcolonial Gothic narratives, the focus
is on local characteristics now possessed by the colonisers (192). Ken
Gelder argues that the postcolonial Gothic explores the colonial past at the
same time that it imagines a postcolonial future which has not yet come into
existence. It therefore turns domestic experiences of loss into ”symbolic
accounts of lives that are simultaneously independent and hopelessly
enslaved or exploited” (196).

By being titled Mexican Gothic, the novel appears to claim to

belong to the genre with the same name. It is therefore relevant to consider
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what specifically defines the Mexican Gothic. Djelal Kadir argues that the
central importance of death is one of the defining factors:

The Mexican sees himself as the illegitimate fruit of that violent union
between the conquering European and the violated Mexican mother.
[...] Death means eternal freedom from history; it stands for ultimate
timelessness and a state without want. While death is the ultimate
experience of solitude, it also represents a transcendence from the
dialectic of history (51).

It is interesting to note the parallels between the quote above and
Marianne Noble’s claim that the eroticisation of the Gothic is related to a
fantasy of being free from one’s hegemonic identity (section 3.1). A
person’s hegemonic identity is often defined by their gender, class and
ethnicity, and the Gothic novel provides an opportunity to explore the

experience of being subjugated in a system which is outwardly rational and

just.

4. The Present Study

This essay will employ different concepts relating to the female body and
sexuality, domestic entrapment, class and ethnicity in the analysis of Gothic
awareness in the novels, moving from the Gothic female body to the Gothic

home, and finally the Gothic nation.

4.1 The Gothic Female Body — Sexuality and Sexual Violence

The following section will explore female sexuality and sexual violence in
Northanger Abbey and Mexican Gothic. It will be argued that both works
are set in worlds in which a female ideal of modesty and chastity is
presented, to which Catherine conforms to a greater extent than Noemi, but
that the characters both experience sexual threats from transgressive males
and feelings of shame in relation to their own fantasies.

In Northanger Abbey, Catherine learns the importance of
protecting her body from Mrs. Allen. The narrator notes that Mrs. Morland
lacks the severe maternal anxiety which one would expect from a Gothic
mother before her daughter’s departure (Austen 19). Since the reader and

Mrs. Morland are unaware of the male violence Catherine will be threatened
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with during her travels, Mrs. Morland therefore appears to inhabit a
common-sense practicality (Fuller 90), in contrast to Mrs. Allen, who
frequently warns Catherine about situations in which she could be socially
and sexually vulnerable (92). Mrs. Allen particularly mentions the risks of a
young woman going in an open carriage with a man, since “a clean gown is
not five minutes wear in them. You are splashed getting in and getting out”
(Austen 99), which according to Fuller alludes to the loss of virginity and
the spilling of semen and hymeneal blood (91). The fact that Mrs. Allen is
introduced as a somewhat comic character by the narrator means that the
reader and Catherine likely share an unawareness of the sexual threat at the
time, but as more facts are presented by the narrator, the reader is able to
recognise John Thorpe as a Gothic transgressive male when he lies about
Eleanor and Henry Tilney having left without Catherine in order to lure her
away with him (Austen 82).

Chastity is also promoted by the Doyles in Mexican Gothic. Prior
to her wedding ceremony, Noemi is told by Florence that “the Doyle brides
are proper girls, chaste and modest. What happens between a man and a
woman is a great mystery to them” (Moreno-Garcia 258). Despite
considering herself to be a modern woman, Bergeron argues, the fact that
Noemi lives in a time when female sexuality is repressed is evident from her
reaction to the sexual tension she experiences in the presence of Virgil (14).
Although the bodiless woman, modest and unsexualised, is presented as a
social ideal in the worlds in which both works are set, both protagonists fail
to fully live up to the ideal; Catherine because she is unaware of the
situations in which her chastity is threatened (Austen 100) and Noemi
because she uses makeup and clothes to draw attention to her appearance
(Moreno-Garcia 37) and likes to flirt (99).

Representations of the classical and Gothic female body occur in
both works. In Northanger Abbey, Eleanor Tilney who, more than
Catherine, embodies the ideals of the Gothic heroine, “seemed capable of
being young, attractive, and at a ball, without wanting to fix the attention of
every man near her” (Austen 54). In Mexican Gothic, the maids at High
Place embody the classical ideal of the mute woman (Moreno-Garcia 39),

whereas Noemi is told by Virgil that she is not “a little innocent lamb”
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(239). Due to her apparent illness, Catalina has to an extent conformed to
the classical ideal of silence and passivity, as favoured by the Doyles (28),
although paradoxically, her submission has also rendered her useless to
Howard and Virgil (237). Agnes is presented as a superimposition of the
classical and the Gothic female body since she has “a huge open mouth —
although she had no mouth...” (118).

Interestingly, Moreno-Garcia breaks gender conventions by
making Francis Doyle conform to the ideal of the classical Gothic female:
“He was fair-haired and pale...his eyes uncertain, his mouth straining to
form a smile or a greeting” (17). Although he is silently critical of the Doyle
ideology, he is passive and obedient, accepting that he cannot leave High
Place (137) and following the orders he is given (179). Henry Tilney could
also be read as a somewhat feminised character, given his vast knowledge of
fashion (Austen 28) and his appreciation of Gothic novels (102).

The ways in which characters such as Eleanor and Catalina are
presented as conforming to the classical female ideal enables the reader to
recognise them as Gothic heroines, whereas the subversion of gender norms
allows the reader to invert the expectation of women as helpless victims and
men as either heroes or villains in Gothic fiction.

The theme of erotic fantasies plays an important part of both
works. While the erotic elements of Catherine’s fantasies are merely implied
in Northanger Abbey, the sexual elements of Noemi’s dreams and fantasies
are explicitly described in Mexican Gothic. Catherine frequently engages in
Gothic fantasies as a result of her interest in reading Gothic novels. The
narrator presents novel reading as an intimate act as it is described that the
female reader “lays down her book with affected indifference, or
momentary shame” (Austen 36), and words used to describe her mood when
reading: “raised, restless” (50) have slight sexual connotations. Bennett
argues that Catherine encounters feelings of shame as a result of her search
for Gothic thrills, and that Austen models shame both as a movement away
from, and as a recognition of and relishing in excessive absorptions (388).
Catherine’s desire to explore Gothic thrills, such as Blaize Castle, where she

wants to “go up every staircase, and into every suite of rooms” (Austen 82)
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could therefore be interpreted as an unconscious desire to explore her
sexuality.

In Mexican Gothic, Noemi herself notes about her dream about a
snake that “one needn’t phone a psychoanalyst to determine it had a sexual
component to it” (Moreno-Garcia 190) and when Virgil appears in her
dream, she experiences “desire making her shiver, delicious and thick”
(183). Outside of her dreams, she develops a desire for Francis, “a burning,
bright, and eager feeling”, but she hesitates to act on her desire despite
having kissed men before as it is “more difficult when it might be
meaningful” (176). Through her fantasies, Noemi is confronted with
psychological truths which lead to maturity (Bergeron 1). The ambivalence
in Noemi’s feelings towards her own sexuality could be related to anxieties
of domestic entrapment; flirting and kissing is fun, but taking it further
could lead to her losing her freedom and independence.

Both novels therefore subvert genre conventions by presenting
women as capable of experiencing sexual desire. Catherine’s indulgence in
fantasies with a possible sexual subtext sometimes causes embarrassment,
for example when she is caught by Henry Tilney in his late mother’s room
(Austen 183), but the narrator’s message to the young female reader does
not seem to be that fantasies should be avoided, but rather that they should
be dealt with more discreetly. This is implied by comments such as “a
woman especially, if she have the misfortune of knowing anything, should
conceal it as well as she can” (106). Dark Gothic fantasies in particular
could also offer women in a patriarchal society a place where they are free
of their hegemonic identities (Noble 174).

In both works, female characters face threats from transgressive
males. Catherine is at risk of sexual violence from John Thorpe on several
occasions, although she is unaware of it at the time. During one of their
early meetings, he mentions that he is fond of the novels Tom Jones and The
Monk (Austen 47), both criticised for sexual impropriety (Butler 251).
When he tries to lure Catherine away to Blaize Castle by appealing to her
interest in the Gothic, he says that they will visit “every hole and corner”

(82), which Fuller argues alludes to illicit sexual relations (96). It is also
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implied that Catherine is at risk from transgressive males when she is forced
to leave Northanger Abbey unaccompanied (Austen 211).

In Mexican Gothic, Noemi is a victim of sexual violence from
Howard and Virgil Doyle. She is forced to kiss Howard while Virgil props
her in place (Moreno-Garcia 204) and Virgil tries to make her undress
herself in front of him until Francis comes to her rescue (224). After being
forced to marry Francis, Virgil tries to rape her (238-9). Noemi becomes
aware of the threat of sexual violence at High Place through her dreams, in
which Virgil tries to seduce her while Ruth tells her to open her eyes (80).
According to Bergeron, the opening of Noemi’s eyes can be read both in
terms of her escaping the dream, and in terms of her becoming aware of
herself and finding her bearings in her unconsciousness (18).

The importance of young women becoming aware of sexual
threats and actively resisting them is also of relevance in Northanger Abbey,
where the female characters’ ignorance and passive acceptance of sexual
threats make the threats more alarming (Fuller 92). Austen and Moreno-
Garcia both conform to the genre conventions of the Gothic novel by
presenting transgressive males as the main threat to the female protagonists,
but also subvert them by showing that the threat of sexual violence is also
present in un-Gothic situations when, rather than be paralysed with fear, the
Gothic heroine is unaware of the danger.

As an extension of the threat from transgressive males, the Gothic
trope of incest is of relevance to both works. Whereas Mexican Gothic
contains several explicit references to consummated acts of incest, the
Freudian idea of the Gothic heroine inventing an incestuous threat in order
to replace her father with a non-kin protector could be discussed in relation
to Northanger Abbey. Catherine does not appear to face an incestuous threat
from her own father. On the contrary, it is noted that she is not born to be a
heroine since “her situation in life, the character of her father and mother;
her own person and disposition, were all equally against her. Her father was
a clergyman, without being neglected, or poor, and a very respectable
man...” (Austen 15). Although she is quick to form suspicions against
General Tilney (171), she seems unaware of how he mistreats his daughter.

There are no suggestions of any sexual impropriety in the father-daughter
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relationship, but his controlling behaviour towards Eleanor Tilney and her
isolation at Northanger Abbey could suggest that she to some extent
functions as a stand-in wife following the death of her mother. It is later
mentioned that the marriage of Eleanor Tilney has led to “her removal from
all the evils of such a home...” (233), which conforms to the convention of
the Gothic heroine leaving the horrors behind when she marries, but the
reappearance of the washing bill in connection to her marriage invites the
reader to question the idea that marriage entails a happy ending (Baudot
338).

In Mexican Gothic, Noemi is appalled when she realises the extent
of the incestuous history of the Doyle family: “She didn’t think there was
any distance in the Doyle family tree. It didn’t branch at all” (Moreno-
Garcia 227). Howard Doyle has had children with his sisters (213) and tried
to have children with his niece (214). It is revealed that Virgil has
previously been married to his cousin, but she has mysteriously disappeared
after failing to bear his child (228).

Again, Moreno-Garcia subverts the expectations of the Female
Gothic by describing acts of male violence and consummated acts of incest
while Austen conforms to the expectations by keeping the idea of incest as
part of the developmental journey of the Gothic heroine at a subtextual
level. Both subvert genre expectations by casting doubt on whether the
heroine marrying her man of choice leads to a happy ending since it is
unclear if Francis will carry some of the evils from High Place in his blood
(299). In Northanger Abbey, the narrator’s comically overstated assertation
that Catherine and Henry will “begin perfect happiness at the respective
ages of twenty-six and eighteen” (Austen 235) makes the reader wonder if
Henry will be completely free from the negative traits of his father. The
explicit treatment of incest in Mexican Gothic could be explained in terms
of DiPlacidi’s theory of how Gothic paradigms such as incest expose
practices considered to be natural as unnatural constructs. Seduction or
sexual violence often leads to marriage, which further limits the freedom of
women in the worlds in which both works are set. The following section
will explore the Gothic trope of domestic entrapment in relation to the

chosen works.
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4.2 The Gothic Home — Domestic Entrapment

Northanger Abbey and Mexican Gothic both feature women who are
trapped, figuratively or literally, in the domestic space because of
transgressive males. In this section it will be argued that the protagonists
initially share an unawareness of the Gothic threats they face in relation to
domestic entrapment; Catherine because she fails to recognise threats in
settings different from those she has encountered in fiction and Noemi
because she rejects the similarities between fiction and her reality. Whereas
Catherine’s continuing unawareness stops her from becoming a victim,
Noemi’s growing awareness enables her to counter the threats she faces.

As discussed in section 3.2, Gothic fiction is often about the
discovery of women hidden from the world in a mysterious place. This
aspect has appealed to many readers, including the characters in the chosen
works, who have an appreciation for and an understanding of Gothic fiction
through their interest in reading. For Catherine and Catalina, their passion
for reading leads them to seek out the Gothic in real life. While in Bath,
Catherine is reading Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho and comments
that she would like to spend her whole life reading it (Austen 39). In
Mexican Gothic, Noemi is not surprised that her cousin finds the
candlelight, which the Doyles have to rely on in the absence of reliable
electricity, romantic: “It was the kind of thing she could imagine impressing
her cousin: an old house atop a hill, with mist and moonlight, like an etching
out of a Gothic novel. Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre, those were
Catalina’s sort of books” (Moreno-Garcia 35). Rather than experiencing the
happy ending of her favourite novels, Catalina appears to have been inserted
into the characteristic imprisoning structure of the Gothic novel (Bergeron
19), and become a victim of domestic entrapment.

The fact that Catherine is an avid reader of Gothic novels whereas
Noemi has a more superficial knowledge through Catalina’s interest seems
to affect their first impression of the grand houses in the novels. Catherine is
rather disappointed when she finds Northanger Abbey to be more modern,
clean and light than she had imagined, as she had “hoped for the smallest

divisions, and the heaviest stone-work, for painted glass, dirt and cobwebs
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(Austen 153), showing that she is comparing the Abbey to a stereotypical
Gothic mansion. Noemi, on the other hand, seems to be unaware of the fact
that the state of disrepair is part of what makes High Place a typical Gothic
mansion: “It might have been foreboding, evoking images of ghosts and
haunted places, if it had not seemed so tired, slats missing from a couple of
shutters, the ebony porch groaning as they made their way up the steps to
the door...” (Moreno-Garcia 20-21), which reveals a lack of awareness of
what makes a building stereotypically Gothic. Through the discrepancies
between the extent of the Gothic-ness of the buildings as conveyed by the
narrator, and as interpreted or desired by the protagonists, the reader likely
forms the expectation that the potential Gothic threats at Northanger Abbey
are exaggerated by Catherine, whereas the true extent of the horrors in High
Place is not apparent to Noemi.

Despite her initial disappointment with Northanger Abbey’s
external lack of Gothic features, Catherine is relieved to find that her room
has little in common with the dark apartments of Gothic novels: “It was by
no means unreasonably large, and contained neither tapestry nor velvet...the
windows were neither less perfect, nor more dim than those of the drawing-
room below; the furniture, though not of the latest fashion, was handsome
and comfortable, and the air of the room altogether far from uncheerful”
(Austen 155). Noemi, on the other hand, recognises the interior of her room
as being stereotypically Gothic, but rather than considering it to be a
potential prison, she appears to consider it as a place where she can be safe
from the dangers of the world: “Noemi stepped inside the bedroom and
regarded the ancient four-poster bed, which looked like something out of a
Gothic tale; it even had curtains you could close around it, cocooning
yourself from the world” (Moreno-Garcia 23). When she discovers that the
window is impossible to open, she only sees this as a problem in relation to
smoking in the room (26), despite the fact that Catalina has just warned her
that it is “impossible to get out of this house” (25), which could have made
her connect the sealed windows with physical entrapment. Regarding
Gothic self-awareness in relation to domestic entrapment, Catherine is
perhaps too quick to envision herself as a Gothic heroine, whereas Noemi

seems to deliberately avoid acknowledging the Gothic threat at High Place.
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In both works, the protagonists quickly form a suspicion towards
the patriarchs of the Gothic mansions. After being told about the sudden
death of Mrs. Tilney, Catherine is convinced that General Tilney has
murdered her (Austen 176), which makes her determined to examine Mrs.
Tilney’s chambers, which she believes to be the “very spot of this
unfortunate woman’s confinement” (177). When she finally gets the
opportunity to enter, she finds no evidence of any crime and is greatly
embarrassed when she is discovered by Henry (182-183). Rather than
finding the Gothic thrills she is fixated on at Northanger Abbey, Catherine
encounters shame, which causes her to run off in tears to her room after
being lectured by Henry Tilney on the unlikeliness of her suspicions (186).
Bennett argues that Catherine’s shame redirects the Gothic elements to a
hyperbolic perception of the shame itself (385). Catherine’s obsession with
the potential imprisonment and murder of Mrs. Tilney also causes her to
remain unaware of the fact that General Tilney is in fact guilty of the crime
of isolating and abusing his daughter (Fuller 100).

In contrast to Catherine, who fails to discover the real female
suffering at Northanger Abbey because of her inclination to look for
elements she recognises from Gothic fiction exactly reproduced in real life,
Noemi’s understanding of the evils at High Place is hindered by her
tendency to apply her knowledge from non-fictional books and refute the
Gothic. At High Place, Noemi quickly discovers that something is amiss.
She is, however, reluctant to believe that anything supernatural is going on.
Noemi, who appears to be an avid reader of non-fiction, recalls reading
about how mould on wallpapers can lead to sickness: “And wasn’t there
something in a book she’d read once about how microscopic fungi could act
upon the dyes in the paper and form arsine gas, sickening the people in the
room?” (Moreno-Garcia 46), which shows her desire to find natural
explanations to Gothic experiences. Even when she sees the mould in her
room move, she is convinced that she is experiencing an optical illusion or
that she is hallucinating (191-192).

Another difference between the novels, which impacts the
characters’ inclination to read situations as Gothic, is the fact that the

situations with the potential to lead to domestic entrapment take place in
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broad daylight in Northanger Abbey, but in the darkness of the night in
Mexican Gothic. In Northanger Abbey, John Thorpe attempts to abduct
Catherine on a drive to Clifton by tempting her with a visit to Blaize Castle,
which he claims is “the oldest in the kingdom” (Austen 81) and has dozens
of “towers and long galleries” (82). Despite the fact that Mr. Thorpe laughs
at her pleas to stop the carriage, Catherine reacts not with fear, but with
anger (84). Fuller argues that Catherine’s failure to recognise the Gothic
nature of the situation makes her able to assert herself, and thereby react
“against the seductively disempowering titillation of feminine helplessness
and exposure that Gothic imprisonment, abduction, and loss of
consciousness promote” (98), which saves her from a situation which could
have resulted in domestic entrapment.

When the sleepwalking Noemi is woken up from what appears to
be a terrifying nightmare, she is ashamed of her fear and of her belief that
the house is haunted: “I’m a baby, she thought. Boy, would her brother
laugh at her if he saw her. She could picture him, telling everyone Noemi
practically believed in el coco” (Moreno-Garcia 121), which shows that she
connects Gothic awareness with shame, likely because belief in the
supernatural clashes with her self-image as a progressive, rational woman.
Whereas Catherine appears to be titillated by the idea of female helplessness
and imprisonment, even though she does not recognise when she is at risk,
Noemi initially resists, but is weakened by her stay at High Place, since the
fungi present in the air and the food at High Place slowly take control of
people’s minds (215). After learning about how Florence once left High
Place, but returned, Noemi thinks about the fairy tales Catalina read to her
as a child: “Once upon a time there was a princess in a tower, once upon a
time a prince saved the girl from the tower” (115). The mention of a
fictional plot in relation to real life events shows a budding Gothic self-
awareness, especially as she also contemplates “the notion of enchantments
that are never broken” (115).

In relation to the reader’s Gothic awareness, the plot of Mexican
Gothic conforms to the norms of the Gothic novel in relation to the theme of
domestic entrapment. This is further solidified when it is revealed that

Noemi has become trapped at High Place by inhaling and consuming “the
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gloom” (221). It is later revealed that misogynistic violence is the very basis
of Howard Doyle’s imprinting process, as his first wife Agnes was thrown
into a pit of fungi in order to feed “the gloom” (Stuelke 650). Here, the plot
becomes a hyperbole of domestic entrapment as the trapped woman, Agnes,
becomes part of the imprisoning structure itself: “What had once been
Agnes had become the gloom...The creation of an afterlife, furnished with
the marrow and the bones and the neurons of a woman, made of stems and
spores” (Moreno-Garcia 284). At the same time, gender norms are
subverted as it becomes clear that Francis Doyle is also a victim of domestic
entrapment as he believes it is impossible for him to leave High Place (250).
He envies Virgil, not for his looks or his position, but for his ability to go
places (44).

In Northanger Abbey, the plot becomes simultaneously more and
less Gothic as Catherine does eventually face a Gothic trial, but rather than
being imprisoned, she is instead ejected from Northanger Abbey by General
Tilney with little warning or assistance. Eleanor Tilney, the reluctant
messenger, tells her that: “To-morrow morning is fixed for your leaving us,
and not even the hour is left to your choice; the very carriage is ordered, and
will be here at seven o’clock, and no servant will be offered you” (Austen
210). Once again, Catherine’s lack of Gothic self-awareness keeps her from
becoming a victim. Despite her anger, she manages to act efficiently and
behave in a civil manner (Fuller 98). In contrast, Eleanor, the victim of
domestic entrapment, is agitated and worried about Catherine’s safety: “but
a journey of seventy miles, to be taken post by you, at your age, alone,

‘,9

unattended!” (Austen 211). Eleanor’s worries could serve as a warning for
the dangers which young women like Catherine could face when travelling
alone, some of which could end in another form of entrapment, but
Eleanor’s outburst of emotion could also stem from the fact that Catherine’s
departure will result in Eleanor losing the rare female companionship which
her isolation at Northanger Abbey has deprived her of. In the end, Eleanor
escapes the suffering at Northanger Abbey, but only by gaining her father’s
approval to marry the future Viscount (Fuller 102), just like Noemi’s

princess in the tower (Moreno-Garcia 115).
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Noemi, on the other hand, is not deprived of female
companionship in her isolation at High Place, although her companions,
with the exception of Catalina, are first presented as horrifying ghouls in her
dreams. In her first dream, she witnesses Ruth’s brutal murder-suicide and
sees Agnes rushing towards her, seemingly in order to eat her alive (118),
but it later transpires that they are all victims of the Doyles. When Virgil
attempts to manipulate and seduce Noemi in her dreams, Ruth comes to her
rescue by telling her to open her eyes (184), and when Noemi faces what is
left of Agnes in the crypt, she finds out what “the gloom™ is: “that the
frightening and twisted gloom that surrounded them was the manifestation
of all the suffering that had been inflicted on this woman. Agnes” (289). By
learning about the relations between the power of the Doyles and the
women whose bodies it feeds off of, Noemi gains the means to escape
together with Catalina and Francis. At the same time it enables the novel to
imagine feminist solidarity and revolt (Stuelke 648).

In relation to the concept of domestic entrapment, both Austen and
Moreno-Garcia appropriate the codes of the Gothic novel in order to subvert
them. In Northanger Abbey, young women are warned of the dangers they
face from “powerful and opportunistic members of society” (Fuller 103),
even in seemingly non-Gothic circumstances, and in Mexican Gothic, the
purpose of Moreno-Garcia’s play with the Gothic is to present women as
anything but victims (Bergeron 22). Catherine and Noemi share a lack of
Gothic self-awareness, but whereas Catherine’s lack of self-awareness stems
from the differences she perceives between fiction and reality, Noemi’s
reluctance to perceive the Gothic nature of her situation is caused by her
rejection of Gothic fiction in favour of scientific literature. Ultimately,
Catherine, Noemi and their allies appear to avoid domestic entrapment,
which has to this point been discussed as a condition of patriarchal society,
The following section will explore how class and ethnicity affect female

experience in the chosen works.

4.3 The Gothic Nation — Class and Ethnicity

In Northanger Abbey and Mexican Gothic, the main characters and their

allies face threats not only because of their sex, but also because of their
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wealth, whether real or presumed. The protagonists both come from
respectable families, but whereas Catherine is the daughter of a clergyman
(Austen 16), Noemi is the daughter of a successful businessman who is keen
to display his newfound wealth (Moreno-Garcia 5). In this section, it will be
argued that both works utilise the Gothic as a mode for critique of
exploitation by the upper classes, and also as a mode for exploring the
connection between ethnicity and morality, especially in relation to
Englishness. Awareness of the Gothic trope of the “Other” as foreign is
evident in the narratives of both works, but in the postcolonial setting of
Mexican Gothic, the English have become the Gothic “Other”.

In Northanger Abbey, the narrator alludes to the Gothic novel as a
forum for middle-class critique of the upper classes when outlining the
reasons why Catherine is unlikely to become a heroine: “There was not one
lord in the neighbourhood; no — not even a baronet” (Austen 18), which
plays on the expectation that a Gothic heroine will encounter the Gothic
“other” in the form of aristocrats. The connection between aristocrats and a
Gothic adventure is solidified when the narrator admits that an account of

13

Mrs. Thorpe’s “adventures and sufferings, which might otherwise be
expected to occupy the three or four following chapters; in which the
worthlessness of lords and attornies might be set forth...” has been omitted
(33).

The narrator in Mexican Gothic does not make itself known in the
same way, but critique of the upper classes is instead communicated through
Noemi’s unimpressed reactions when learning about the Doyles. Their car is
described as a relic (Moreno-Garcia 16) and when Francis tells her of
Howard’s desire to make High Place as English as possible, she wonders if
he suffers from “an extreme case of nostalgia” (18).

Both works explore the Gothic motif of aristocrats attempting to
restore their lost fortune through marriage. In Northanger Abbey, the
Thorpes are described as elegant, but not very rich (Austen 33). When
courting Catherine, John Thorpe quizzes her about her connection to the
wealthy Allens, wondering if Mr. Allen is “as rich as a Jew” and if

Catherine is his goddaughter (62), but in a reversal of gender stereotypes,

Isabella Thorpe takes exploitation through marriage further than her brother
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when she breaks the engagement to James Morland when she thinks she has
a chance of marrying the wealthier Captain Tilney (190). It later transpires
that General Tilney is guilty of the same crime, since his reason for inviting
Catherine to Northanger Abbey is that he believes that a marriage between
Catherine and his son would be financially advantageous after being misled
by John Thorpe, and his reason for suddenly uninviting her is finding out
that Catherine is not wealthy after all (228). Despite the narrator initially
satirising the idea of aristocrats as immoral exploiters and Catherine being
caused embarrassment by her mistaken assumption that General Tilney has
murdered his wife, her suspicion of him being a Gothic villain and the later
revelation that he is in fact guilty of other Gothic crimes could be read as a
defence of popular fiction (Barron 66).

In Mexican Gothic, Noemi’s father is aware of the financial
motives behind Virgil’s marriage to Catalina: “I also know that if Virgil and
Catalina were divorced, he’d have no money. It was pretty clear when they
married that his family’s funds have run dry. But as long as they are
married, he has access to her bank account” (Moreno-Garcia 10). In contrast
to the aristocrats of the European Gothic, the Doyles are not looking for
money to fund an extravagant lifestyle, but to resume the exploitation of
Mexican workers and natural resources. Virgil later reveals that the Doyles
are planning to reopen the mine after Catalina conveniently has decided to
invest in it (201). Patricia Stuelke argues that Moreno-Garcia uses Gothic
narrative tropes to expose how capitalist exploitation and imperialism are
intensified and regenerated in the neofeudal leanings of the present, but by
presenting its continuation as dependent on the participation of women,
feminist revolt is presented as a solution (648).

In addition to the exploitation of women, the unjust treatment of
workers by their employers is explored in both works. At High Place, the
living servants have become ghosts, almost invisible like the servants in
Beauty and the Beast (Moreno-Garcia 59), and after the destruction of
Howard Doyle, they become like “wind-up toys that had fallen apart” (275),
uncanny because they are animate yet lifeless (Freud 5). The miners of the
past have been buried in unmarked graves (Moreno-Garcia 127), burned

alive for starting a strike (209), and used as mulch for “the gloom” (212).
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The brutal violence towards the workers and women at High Place is
consistent with the method postcolonial writers of using the Gothic to
expose the horrors of colonisation. In Northanger Abbey, the treatment of
workers is not described in Gothic ways, but the vulnerability of their
position is sometimes alluded to. When Catherine runs past a servant into
Tilneys’ lodgings in Bath, causing General Tilney to be angry with the
servant for failing to open the door to her, the narrator comments that “if
Catherine had not most warmly asserted his innocence, it seemed likely that
William would lose the favour of his master for ever, if not his place, by her
rapidity” (Austen 98). Although General Tilney’s treatment of his servant is
not explicitly labelled as unfair, the inclusion of the scene in the narrative
could be considered a clue that Catherine’s unease towards the General is
not completely unfounded.

When Catherine later admits her suspicions to Henry after
searching through his late mother’s room, he asks her in defence of his
father to “Remember that we are English, that we are Christians” (188). She
later obliges, reassuring herself that “in the central part of England there was
surely some security for the existence even of a wife not beloved, in the
laws of the land, and the manners of the age. Murder was not tolerated,
servants were not slaves...” (188). Again, the Gothic self-awareness is
evident in the narrative through the parody of the trope of pitting the
virtuous English against the Gothic other, but on another level, the
discussion could be seen as a more serious critique of a societal view of the
English as morally superior.

In Mexican Gothic, the connection between Englishness and
morality is also explored, but in the postcolonial setting, the English have
instead become the Gothic “Other”, since Howard Doyle has a history of
exploiting and murdering women and Mexican workers due to his
conviction that he belongs to a superior species.

When he first meets Noemi, he asks for her thoughts “on the
intermingling of superior and inferior types” (30). When Noemi discovers
journals on eugenics in the High Place library, humour is used as a narrative
tool in order to expose the absurdity of Howard’s views on race: “She

wondered if he kept a pair of calipers to measure his guests’ skulls [...] She
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no longer wondered if Howard Doyle had a pair of calipers; now she
wondered how many he kept” (38-39). Noemi rejects Howard’s views, and
also the potential danger posed by them, by throwing the journal in the bin
(39). Here, Noemi displays a lack of Gothic self-awareness which is not
shared by the reader, who is aware that she is reading a Mexican Gothic.

It later transpires that the decision to move to Mexico was taken in
part because the Doyles were suspected of “odd doings” in England and
Howard thought “they’d ask fewer questions” in Mexico (244), which
implies that Henry’s claim that murder and slavery are not accepted in
England is correct, but that the English could commit those crimes as
colonisers.

Stuelke discusses how the move from a British to a Spanish
colonial philosophy is conveyed both through the decision to bring new
blood into the Doyle family, mirroring the way in which the Spanish sees
the natives as the reason for the colonial mission (652). Stuelke also argues
that Howard’s need for the performance of consent in the marriage
ceremony (Moreno-Garcia 231) mirrors the British requirement of consent
to legitimise the colonial enterprise, even if the participants are unable to
refuse (Stuelke 653).

The requirement of the performance of consent is also apparent in
Northanger Abbey, where James insists that Catherine must go in Mr.
Thorpe’s carriage, complaining that she did not use to be so hard to
persuade (Austen 95) and failing to intervene when the Thorpe siblings grab
her, until Catherine herself tells them to let her go (96), which shows that
although explicitly forcing a woman to do something is deemed
unacceptable, women are expected to be compliant. Catherine’s reluctance
and the reactions she faces expose the invisible social control in modern
society, as discussed by Marianne Noble (171), especially in the un-Gothic
context of the scene.

The continued threat of exploitation is communicated in the
endings of both works. In Northanger Abbey, the exploitation of women as
bartering goods through marriage is perpetuated through Eleanor’s
seemingly happy ending as the wife of a future Viscount — a marriage which

is only approved when her father realises the financial benefits of the
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marriage (Austen 234), which shows that she is still not able to act freely In
Mexican Gothic, colonialism is also countered on several occasions, for
example when the tincture from the local healer turns out to free the
recipient from the power of “the gloom” (Moreno-Garcia 230). Later, the
ignition of “the gloom” leads to the destruction of High Place, of Howard
and Virgil Doyle, of the snake biting its tail (290), and of a crumbling,
colonial Englishness. Still, the continued trauma of colonialism is revealed
in Noemi’s reluctance to go to sleep and thereby meeting an

unconsciousness where she is still exploited and enslaved.

Conclusion

This study has examined Gothic awareness in Northanger Abbey and
Mexican Gothic in relation to three aspects: the Gothic female body in
relation to sexuality, the Gothic home in relation to the threat of domestic
entrapment, and the Gothic nation, concerning how class and ethnicity
affect female experience in the worlds of the chosen works.

It has been noted that both works present a world in which female
sexuality is repressed, but is expressed using Gothic fantasies as a medium;
implicitly so in Northanger Abbey and explicitly so in Mexican Gothic.
Another Gothic trope encountered in the works is threats of a sexual nature
from transgressive males, a threat which is recognised by Noemi, but not by
Catherine. Often presented as a consequence of sexual encounters, whether
consentual or not, the threat of domestic entrapment is another Gothic trope
which is central to both works.

Catherine is aware of and tries to find Gothic elements in real life,
but misinterpretations lead to embarrassment which causes her to abandon,
or at least be less vocal about, her preoccupation with the Gothic. Because
of her lack of Gothic awareness in real life situations, she fails to recognise
domestic entrapment or the risk of it before her eyes, but not falling into the
role of a Gothic heroine also enables her to rescue herself by avoiding
passivity and victimhood. Noemi also manages to rescue herself and her
allies from the Gothic threats they face, but not until she has formed an

awareness of the Gothic nature of the situation at High Place, which she has
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been refusing to see because she favours scientific explanations to Gothic
fantasies.

The novels are therefore similar in that Gothic tropes are
appropriated and subverted in order to present Gothic heroines who are not
passive victims in need of rescuing, but differ in perspective, since
Northanger Abbey has a traditional Gothic setting, where the Gothic other is
non-English, or lacks English virtues by being extravagant or greedy,
whereas in the postcolonial setting of Mexican Gothic, the English, with

their conservative values, are presented as the Gothic other.
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