THE MYSTERIES OF UDOLPHO by Ann Radcliffe
Published in 1794 (and the publishers paid Mrs. Radcliffe £500 for the manuscript – an unprecedentedly large sum at the time) this was a hugely successful novel, much admired by Sir Walter Scott and Jane Austen and influencing important writers later in the nineteenth century including Edgar Allan Poe, Victor Hugo and Fyodor Dostoyevsky. But who would read it now other than academics and students of English literature? It’s a very long book, published in four volumes, written in a grandiose style wholly unfamiliar to modern audiences and featuring a heroine, Emily St. Aubert, who is quite the weepiest protagonist one is likely to meet. Admittedly, she has a good deal to weep about, but…
The book is a typical example of a genre known as ‘the gothic novel’, with a dramatic, not to say melodramatic, plot involving ruinous medieval castles, a notably dastardly villain, cruel injustices, hair-raising escapes, supernatural elements (at least, seemingly so), and separated lovers, all set against the fashionably romantic landscapes of the Pyrenees and the Apennines.
‘Romantic’ is the significant word here. As Emily’s admirer Valancourt says of the environment of Emily’s family home in rural Gascony: ‘These scenes soften the heart, like the note of sweet music, and inspire that delicious melancholy which no person who had felt it once would resign for the gayest pleasures. They awaken our best and purest feelings, disposing us to benevolence, pity and friendship.’ Compare those words with Wordsworth’s thoughts in Tintern Abbey (published in Lyrical Ballads only four years later) in which he finds in nature: ‘.... The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse/ The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul/ And all my moral being.’ This is the essence of English Romanticism.
The moral superiority of the country as opposed to the city is constantly emphasised throughout the novel. The formal gardens of the chateau in Toulouse owned by Emily’s Paris loving aunt are compared unfavourably with the simple rural beauties of her home La Vallee. Emily is saddened that the rural musician Susa she encounters in Italy is seduced by the money he can earn in Venice. She laments that ‘he should be drawn from the innocence and beauty of these scenes to the corrupt ones of that voluptuous city’. And of course, most significantly of all her lover Valancourt comes close to moral destruction after a stay in Paris.
An allied theme of the novel is the capacity for ‘sensibility’, being able to appreciate and respond to complex emotional or aesthetic influences. This is represented in the novel by the conflict in Emily’s personality between her intense response to the natural world and the people in it and the grounded and commonsense way she deals with the supposedly supernatural events in which she becomes involved. Jane Austen’s novel Northanger Abbey is in part a playful and witty parody of the gothic genre but more closely allied to the themes of Radcliffe’s work is Sense and Sensibility in which the Dashwood sisters, Elinor (Sense) and Marianne (Sensibility) reconcile themselves to their different perspectives on the world, Marianne ultimately having to accept worthy but unexciting Colonel Brandon after being rejected by the glamorous and dashing Willoughby. In Radcliffe’s fiction though Emily gets the best of both worlds.
The Mysteries of Udolpho is a clever and indeed important novel, but not one that can be easily or enjoyably read today.

