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Have the courage to free yourself from the yoke of religion, my haughty rival, which does not 

recognize my prerogatives. Cast out the Gods who have usurped my power, and return to my 
laws. Return to nature from which you have fled; she will console you and dispel all those fears 

which now oppress you--Diderot. (Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlightenment 135) 

Nature, if we believed all that is said of her, would be the most extraordinary being. She has 
horrors ... she indulges in freaks ... she commits blunders ... She is sometimes at war with herself. 

(Muller, Lectures on the Science of Language 618) 

The work of Charles Darwin, to this day, remams disturbing to many. Few other 

scientists have so fundamentally upset the human conceptualization of where we stand in the 

cosmos and, importantly, what sets us apart from those things we deem to be below us. 

Humanity has conjectured over its own origins for millenia, but until the early nineteenth 

century, most of those efforts operated via deductive reasoning and metaphysical postulation. 

The likes of Plato and Aristotle had their tum, but the closest the great classical minds came to 

the biological conclusions drawn by positivist cataloguing in Origin is Plato's featherless biped. 

The rational, deductive means of ascertaining truths about the universe was still at work through 

the Enlightenment era, during which it attained a particular degree of academic and artistic 

popularity. It is no coincidence, then, that a genre predicated on suspicion, anxiety, and horror 

arose as this era drew ·to a close. . Though Gothic themes are not limited to the 

post-Enlightenment era, they are . especially prominent at this time. The genre stands in a 

reactionary flux against the academic rigor of the century prior. One of the most effective means 

by which Gothic authors terrify their readers is in the symbolic tension between setting and 

narrative, as Andrew Smith notes in his 2013 writings on The Castle ofOtranto: "The medieval, 

associated with castles and malign aristocrats, becomes recast as symbolically representing some 

highly politicised issues of the 1760s. Anti-Enlightenment ruins and irrationality can ultimately 
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be decoded to reveal some historically specific political, social, and economic anxieties" (Smith, 

Gothic Literature 1 ). Rather than the Gothic buildings that houses these stories, they are the 

supernatural occupants that most clearly owe their efficacy to Darwin's work. Following an era 

so critically dependent on reason, the supernatural is pushed further and further outside of the 

realm of the rationally conceivable. In this transition, the monster and ghouls of earlier eras 

discover a newfound power of the occult. Darwin is a constant contributor to this power, as his 

theories upset the common understanding of humanity's essence in a way that makes 

supernatural beings particularly apt vessels for conveying those very anxieties. With the coming 

of evolutionary thinking or simply the consideration of gradual, long-term natural processes 

comes also the overturning of long-held belief systems regarding humanity's place in--and 

above--the natural world, as well as the view of the cosmos as pre-ordained by God's design. 

This is not to say that earlier periods were without their boogeymen, however. Rather, it is to say 

that the monsters of Milton and Spenser had served a markedly different purpose than those of 

Shelley, Stoker, Stevenson and Wells. 

These nineteenth century monsters populate a landscape more akin to the literal than the 

fictitious, and in that contrast, they depart from earlier figures like Milton's "Death" and 

Spenser's "Dragon Errour" who, though horrible, occupy an allegorical universe. Unlike the 

didactic monsters of the epic form, these Gothic creations serve to terrify and entertain the casual 

reader as well as to manifest as the cathartic projection of an age caught between faith and 

reason. As the product of an era moving away from Enlightenment thinking, Gothic fiction bears 

a sense of adolescent rebellion against the intellectual absolutism of its Enlightenment 

predecessors. Whereas Diderot and other high-minded francophones sought to supplant 
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superstition and belief in the supernatural with reason and scientific inquiry, Gothic horror plays 

upon a subconscious fear of the exact things that the Enlightenment thinkers seek to debunk. It 

serves as a kind of paradox, then, that the arrival of paradigm-shifting biological innovations 

alongside and shortly after the Enlightenment should so crucially alter the nineteenth century 

reader's conceptualization of the natural world to which Diderot presses his audience to return. 

In other words, Darwin's thinking takes the natural world as Enlightenment thinkers understand 

it and amends it in a way so fundamental as to inspire an anxiety that collapses the boundary 

between the natural and the supernatural. 

This altered perception is exactly what Noel Carroll identifies in his comprehensive 

examination of horror fiction, The Philosophy of Horror: 

... Where a reader operates with a cosmology in which witches, demons, werewolves, and 

spectral forces are part of reality, albeit a fearsome part, the sense of natural violation that 
attends art-horror is unavailable. The scientific world view of the Enlightenment, 

however, supplies a norm of natural that affords the conceptual space necessary for the 

supernatural, even if it also regards that space as one of superstition. (57) 

Carroll's description of pre-Enlightenment cosmology leans heavily on the allowance for 

supernatural, but just as significant is the concept of an ordered, static scaffolding by which all 

creation is organized .. The Elizabethan chain of being suggests a comprehensive and interrelated 

hierarchy through which all things are sorted and by which all things are connected. E.M.W. 

Tillyard's The Elizabethan World Picture sets the gold standard, so to speak, in its analysis of 

structure and order in the Elizabethan worldview. Tillyard notes the ubiquity of chain-link 

imagery, beginning with Plato's Timaeus and stretching all the to the eighteenth century, so 

universal as to be "more often hinted at or taken for granted than set forth" (26). He notes one 

particularly enlightening section from the 15th century jurist, John Forescue: 
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In this order angel is set over angel, rank upon rank in the kingdom of heaven; man is set 
over man, beast over beast, bird over bird, and fish over fish, on earth in the air and in the 
sea: so that there is no worm that crawls upon the ground, no bird that flies on high, no 
fish that swims in the depth, which the chain of this order does not bind in most 
harmonious concord. (27) 

Texts like Forescue's take full account of plants, stones, beasts, and even spirits, angels, and 

devils, ranking them in hierarchical schema based on essential properties, both observed and 

assumed. As conscious as the Elizabethans were of the cosmic order underlying their constructs, 

there were perhaps even .more acutely aware of the dangers implicit in deviation from that order. 

Tillyard notes "the negative implication was even more frequent and emphatic ... . [the 

Elizbethans] were obsessed by the fear of chaos and the fact of mutability" (16). Though the 

Darwinian paradigm shift was still centuries away, the Elizabethans were sensitive to "the 

cosmic anarchy before creation" that would arise, should "the pressure of Providence" ease and 

allow "the law of nature to cease functioning" (16). 

Though nineteenth century thinkers attempt to move away from an organization of the 

cosmos that assigns seemingly arbitrary value, the premise of retaining classificatory · 

stratification persists, even in the scientific writing of those whose work upsets it. Even today, 

the term "missing link" permeates popular science writing, though the term itself originates first 

in Robert Chambers' 1844 Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, in which Chambers 

employs the image of the Great Chain of Being to note that "in vegetable, as well as animal 

creation, a progress has been observed, in conformity with advancing conditions" (63) rather 

than to denote an early human ancestor. Darwin himself even made use of the image of a chain 

in his 1871 The Descent of Man: 

The world, it has often been remarked, appears as if it had long been preparing for the 
advent of Man, and this, in one sense is strictly true, for he owes his birth to a long line of 
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progenitors. If any single link in this chain had never existed, man would not have been 
exactly what he now is. (205) 

Darwin's use of this image, however, was primarily rhetorical with the intent of making an 

otherwise upsetting argument more palatable by situating it within a familiar metaphor. Darwin's 

"chain" suggests an interdependence of progenitors and successors along a time line, rather than a 

structured and static means of organization, but in utilizing the familiar imagery of a chain, he is 

able to appropriate and reconfigure a metaphor that is central in earlier modes of thinking. 

Erasmus Darwin, however, describes a chain of being that is more traditional than 

heuristic . An understanding of his conceptualization of this chain is a useful lens through which 

to approach science and literature that predates his grandson but nevertheless anticipates his 

eventual discoveries. Erasmus Darwin alludes to the Neoplatonic concept of a great chain some 

decades earlier in his work Zoonomia, particularly in the chapter on "Generation." Darwin 

explores the nature of pro generation across species and the commonalities to be found between 

seemingly different families. The imagery within this chapter is heavily dependent on Biblical 

and classical philosophical imagery. In his examination of embryonic development, Darwin 

takes great pains to enumerate the many different ways in which germination in plants mirrors 

the segmented and asexual reproduction of animals such as the tapeworm. Darwin waxes 

theological, however, when he asserts that "reproduction of animals from a single living filament 

of their fathers, appears to have been shadowed or allegorized in the curious account in sacred 

writ of the formation of Eve from a rib of Adam," ( 489), as he assigns to the ancients a 

premonition of the reproductive habits of intestinal parasites. This belief also depends on the 

Aristotelian theory of generation, in which the male semen is the driving element of procreation, 

so to speak, which the female body simply houses and nourishes (Aristotle, Generation of 
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Animals). Though Darwin comes close to his grandson's grasp on biological descent and 

inheritance, he ultimately fails to escape the supposition that generational changes occur as 

anything other than the byproduct of an omnipotent creator who imbues his creation with a the 

capacity for change, much like man's capability to improve his lot via free will: 

[O]ur immortal part acquires during this life certain habits of action or of sentiment, 

which become forever indissoluble, continuing after death in a future state of existence; 

and add, that if these habits are of the malevolent kind, they must render the possessor 

miserable even in heaven. I would apply this ingenious idea to the generation or 

production of the embryon, or new animal, which partakes so much of the form and 

propensities of the parent. ( 482) 

With this, it seems that Darwin is beginning to approach the theories of his grandson, almost to 

the point of naming heritable qualities for what they are . And yet, he balks at the last moment, 

reverting back to the traditional image of a chain of being. For Darwin, even a system that 

necessitates mutability must be inevitably anchored in the supreme stasis of an everlasting God. 

This perpetual chain of causes and effects, whose first link is riveted to the throne of 

GOD, divides itself into innumerable diverging branches . .. [S]o our idea of the power of 

the Almighty Creator becomes more elevated and sublime,. as we trace the operations of 

nature from cause to cause, climbing up the links of these chains of being, till we ascend 

to the Great Source of all things. (533) 

Outside of the realm of biology, Charles Lyell considers the same Chain of Being in his 

understanding of progressive geological chain, frequently relying on the term "link" as an 

indicator for chronological connections of fossils in his work Elements of Geology. Lyell even 

goes so far as to suggest a progressivist kind of evolution suggested by the absence of 

mammalian fossils up to a certain period in prehistory. The evidence, he argues, "favours the 

doctrine of development, or at least of the successive appearance on the earth of beings more and 

more highly organized, culminating at last in the advent of Man himself' (586). Like Darwin, 
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Lyell finds his work in geology manifested in the anxieties of contemporaneous writers. In his 

essay "Tennyson's Progressive Geology," E. E. Snyder notes Tennyson's geological diction of 

"In Memoriam," in which "many distant worlds of astronomy are a positive figure of possibility; 

the shifting, cataclysmic landscape of this world, however, brings loss with it" (31 ). The allusion 

to "cataclysmic landscape" and "shifting" appeals directly to geological concepts of change and 

implies a cosmic uncertainty inherent to those changes. Such an attitude coming from a poet 

generally considered to be more scientifically inclined than others demonstrates the resistance 

that scientific discovery is prone to provoke when it upends a classically established 

understanding of the cosmos and the human condition dependent upon it. 

Unease turns to. outrage as scientific insight makes classical cosmology more and more 

untenable. In particular, the biological positivism of Charles Darwin and Wallace sparks critics 

to turn their attention to the moral and societal implications of works like The Origin of Species, 

often resulting in ad hominem attacks. The final straw for many academics was the evolutionary 

biologist's proposed natural world in which no particular prerogative exists in its selection other 

than permitting the persistence of particular species based on their capacity to survive and 

reproduce in their given ecosystem. With the knowledge of ecosystems' ever-changing natures, 

the natural conclusion is that the process of natural selection occurs without self-awareness or 

directionality, but simply as a consequence of a mutable and random universe. In Darwin's 

words, if a being should "vary however slightlyin any manner profitable to itself, under the 

complex and sometimes varying conditions of life, [it] will have a better chance of surviving, 

and thus be naturally selected'' (On the Origin of Species 12) to go forward and propagate the 

superior fitness of its form. Many scientists accepted the evolutionary portion of Darwin's 
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thinking, but insisted on an orthogenetic variation of it in which species are thought to evolve 

with a kind of preprogrammed endgame, moving gradually toward a more perfect version of 

themselves. This framework, at least, entertained the Neoplatonic concept of emanation which 

could suggest a divine intention behind evolution. In this sense, directional evolution, otherwise 

known as "progressive evolution" escaped the kind of harsh criticism suffered by Darwin and his 

successor Huxley. 

It warrants noting, of course, what exactly Darwin argues in On the Origin of Species and 

in what ways his argument upsets prior precedent. The works fuller title, On the Origin of 

Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle 

for Life, sheds light on his argument on its own. Aside from his own scientific goals, Darwin 

gave significant consideration to bolstering his own authorial reputation and avoiding the 

backlash suffered by The Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, a work that had suffered 

particularly harsh criticism from Darwin's own geology professor, Adam Sedgwick, who called 

Vestiges "a filthy abortion" which deserved to be crushed by "an iron heel" (Endersby, "Editor's 

Introduction" xxv). The publication of Darwin's work would both upset his scientific 

contemporaries as well as potentially destabilize a riotous British population held partly at bay 

by the threat of damnation. To protect himself from such backlash, Darwin busied himself, at the 

advice of his contemporary J. D. Hooker, with familiarizing himself with hundreds of species. 

The enormous catalogue of the species Darwin examined are present in Origin, and can at times 

seem to be overkill. But this kind of thoroughness was necessary for a universal claim that could 

be upset by a single instance of nonconformity. Darwin also chooses to open his piece with 

humble and familiar examples of domestic livestock, pigeons, and ants. The familiarity of these 
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animals reinforces the universality of Darwin's claim and invites critical readers to look for 

evidence of Darwin's claims in their own world. Darwin also intended for his publication to be 

read by not only scientific specialists, "but also ... a general educated public" (xxxix). This 

populist approach surely contributed to the work's notoriety and the way in which Darwin's 

theories took root so firmly in popular culture. All of this, of course, was to press forward these 

central tenets: "Growth with Reproduction; Inheritance which is almost implied by reproduction; 

Variability from the indirect and direct action of the conditions of life, and from use and disuse; a 

Ratio of Increase so high as to lead to a Struggle for Life, and as a consequence to Natural 

Selection, entailing Divergence of Character and the Extinction of less improved forms" 

(Darwin, On the Origin of Species 376). It is by the points of overlap between these assertions 

and the character of Gothic horror in the nineteenth century that we may ascertain the aspects of 

Darwinian theory that inspire horror and intrigue. The same may be said for the more formal 

objections to Darwin's arguments outside of the literary world. 

Perhaps the most publicly impressive criticism came by the hand of Bishop Samuel 

Wilberforce, notorious for his 1860 Oxford Debates with "Darwin's Bulldog," Thomas Huxley. 

Wilberforce's 1860 publication in the Quarterly Review, "Darwin's Origin of Species," subjects 

Darwin's work to a relentless, patronizing reading: "Now, all this is, we think, really charming 

writing ... But here we are bound to say our pleasure terminates; for, when we tum with Mr. 

Darwin to his ' argument,' we are almost immediately at variance with him" (230). Wilberforce's 

rhetorical approach largely depends on lending a sense of absurdity to Darwin's work by 

highlighting particularly striking juxtaposition such as his "unsuspected cousinship with the 

mushrooms" (231 ). The remainder of his argument depends largely on inconsistent geological 
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data and theories on domestication and the sterility of hybrids. However, Wilberforce reveals the 

sentiment of nineteenth century creationists when he expresses incredulity akin to personal 

outrage at Darwin's repeated attention to the incompatibility of his observations with the 

traditional theory of creation: "Why 'inexplicable?' Such a liability to variation might most 

naturally be expected in the part 'unusually developed,' because such unusual development is of 

the nature of a monstrosity, and monsters are always tending to relapse into likeness to the 

normal type" (251 ). At this moment, Bishop Wilberforce betrays his own repugnance at the 

thought of biological deviation and "gives the reins more completely to his fancy" (253), as he 

accuses Darwin of doing. Wilberforce departs from the serious objectivity he demands of Darwin 

and appeals to the concept of "monstrosity" which carries with it implications of things occult, 

aberrant, and unfit for consideration as God's creation. The Bishop is correct in one sense, 

insofar as natural selection is dependent upon variation of forms and deviation from the 

normative structures of a species at a given time. However, in calling these variants monstrous, 

Wilberforce exposes his own subjective bias against Darwin's work rather than pointing out a 

logical shortcoming. Wilberforce's dependence on absurd juxtaposition and lapse into hyperbolic 

description illustrate the way in which the conscious mind recoils at the deviant while, at the 

same time, the imaginative mind runs away with it, building monsters from the creative anxieties 

produced by an assault on the norm. 

The Bishop's misgivings were finally met by Darwin's own disciple, Thomas Huxley. 

Upon hearing of Wilberforce's open challenge to evolutionary theorists, Huxley expected "the 

promised debate would be merely an appeal to prejudice in a mixed audience, before which the 

scientific arguments of the Bishop's opponents would be at the utmost disadvantage," and 
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instead intended to spend the afternoon with his wife and her sister at Hardwicke (Huxley, Life 

and Letters of Thomas H Huxley, 193). Huxley changed his mind, however, at the request of 

fellow scientist Robert Chambers, and came to counter the arguments of, according to his son 

Leonard's estimates, a much overestimated opponent. "It was known that Bishop Wilberforce, 

whose first class in mathematics gave him, in popular estimation, a right to treat on scientific 

matters, intended to 'smash Darwin'" (193). Few direct quotes are available from the debate 

itself, but several accounts recount an anecdote in which, upon the Bishop asking whether 

Huxley had descended from an ape on his mother's side or his father's, Huxley delivered a 

"forcible and eloquent" retort, claiming "He was not ashamed to have a monkey for his ancestor; 

but he would be ashamed to be connected with a man who used great gifts to obscure the truth" 

(198). "One lady fainted and had to be carried out," continued one writer in Macmillan's 

Magazine who added, "I, for one, jumped out of my seat." From these reports, it is clear that 

Darwinian theory was enough not only to inspire imaginative anxieties, but the contention 

surrounding this field of study sufficed to drive people out of their seats and, for some, onto the 

floor. 

Semantics, Semiotics, and Borders 

Whether the faint-hearted woman at the Oxford Debates reacted in horror at the 

explanation of Darwin's theory or to the severity of the bum handed to Bishop Wilberforce is 

unclear. Her reaction is, however, symptomatic of many scholar's functioning definitions of 

horror. Anne Radcliffe's definition has gained particular traction in the Gothic community: 

Terror and Horror are so far opposite, that the first expands the soul and awakens the 

faculties to a high degree of life; the other contracts, freezes and nearly annihilates them ... 

Neither Shakespeare nor Milton by their fictions, nor Mr. Burke by his reasoning, 

anywhere looked to positive horror as a source of the sublime, though they all agree that 
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terror is a very high one; and where lies the great difference between horror and terror, 

but in uncertainty and obscurity, that accompany the first, respecting the dreaded evil? 

(Radcliffe, "On the Supernatural in Poetry" 150) 

Nevertheless, Radcliffe clearly perceives a distinction between terror and horror that is not 

present in her literary predecessors. In the original publication of this quote, Radcliffe uses a 

fictitious dialogue between "Mr. Willoughton," the presumed representative of Radcliffe's own 

thoughts, and "Mr. Simpson," a personified counterargument to Radcliffe's reasoning. The two 

focus their debate around the works of Shakespeare and Milton, primarily, and often allude to 

Edmund Burke's theory of the sublime. The earlier authors function as a comparative touchstone 

by which to discern the defining characteristics of the more modem horror, and Burke provides a 

philosophical framework to anchor Radcliffe's argument on a philosophy independent of literary 

evidence. Mr. Willoughton and Mr. Simpson grapple with Hamlet and Macbeth in particular, 

considering the potential for horror in the ghost of Hamlet's father and the prophetic witches. 

Mr. Willoughton argues that Shakespeare's chief accomplishment in fabricating the 

phantasmagorical relies on the "circumstances of manners and appearance for his supernatural 

beings, which, though wild and remote ... never shock the understanding by incompatibility with 

themselves" (145), while in contrast he asserts that horror "annihilates" the soul and capacity to 

faculties of the audience. 

When confronted with Milton's description of death, "On his brow sat horror plumed" 

(149), a slight misquotation of Book IV of Paradise Lost, "on his Crest/ Sat horror Plum'd" 

(988-989), Willoughton counters with arguments about presumed authorial intent and semantical 

differentiation: "Milton intend[ s] to declare the feeling of horror to be sublime; and after all, his 

image imparts more of terror than of horror; for it is not distinctly pictured forth, but is seen in 
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glimpses through obscuring shades" (Radcliffe, "On the Supernatural in Poetry" 149). 

Radcliffe's understanding of horror is clearly dependant upon an overwhelming sense of 

immediate and obvious aberration as opposed to an imaginative suspicion of the peripheral that 

one might experience in a midnight encounter with a spirit on an abandoned rampart, a locale 

which itself suggests the possibility of encounters with the supernatural. The apparition of 

Hamlet's father closely mirrors the selection in Job that Burke uses in his A Philosophical 

Enquiry into the Sublime and Beautiful: "In thoughts from the visions of the night, when deep 

sleep falleth upon [Job], fear came up [him] and trembling, which made all [his] bones to shake" 

(63). If terror is to be considered as proximity to the sublime in which one realizes "the terrible 

uncertainty of the thing described," then Radcliffe's analysis of terror very closely resembles 

Burke's and is therefore consistent with earlier schools of thought with regard to the argument 

she makes differentiating nineteenth century horror from the terror of genres populating the 

centuries before. Over a century later, however, literary critics are not so uniform in their 

impression of the exact denotation of horror, both literary and otherwise. 

In their 1971 '"Gothic versus Romantic': A Rejoinder," Robert Hume and Robert 

Platzner carry on the semantic discourse regarding terror and horror. While both authors call for 

a reexamination of defining Gothic romance, Platzner insists that Hume complicates his 

argument in his definition of terror and horror. Rather, he argues, "What any student of the 

Gothic must account for. .. before drawing hair-fine distinctions between 'terror' and 'horror' .. .is 

the singular quality of evil that distinguishes the Gothic vision from all other types of fantasy 

literature" (267). Hume answers in an even sharper tone, asserting that Platzner "grumbles about 

'hair-fine distinctions between "terror" and "horror,"' ... which reveals a serious misunderstanding 
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of changes in esthetics during the later eighteenth century" (267). He goes on to argue that this 

semantic shift is perhaps "the most important factor in the evolution of the genre .. .Indeed, the 

whole modus operandi of[Radcliffe's] novels is postulated on the necessity of never crossing the 

boundary between the two." The differentiation between the Romantic and Gothic notions of 

terror v. horror, he argues, is both obvious and indispensable, and he refuses to "go along with 

cavalier disregard of a distinction which these writers thought important and which is clearly 

reflected in the changing nature of their novels" (268). Incidentally, terror and horror, whatever 

their exact denotations be, provide a compelling parallel to the nature of reactions to difference 

concepts of evolutionary biology in the nineteenth century. Progressive evolution, or orthology, 

bears a somewhat of a resemblance to the Romantic terror. Orthology accepts a certain degree of 

evolutionary through within the framework of familiar, established understanding. Similarly, 

Romantic terror arises from disturbance contextualized within surroundings which provide the 

capacity for its inception. Those who champion this theory essentially mitigate the shock value 

of Darwinian theory by hybridizing it with a framework for which they already have the 

imaginative conceptualization. Darwin's comparatively shocking and paradigm-shifting 

absolutism more truly resembles the Gothic horror which is supposed to captivate and engulf an 

audience in its immediate violation of the natural order. 

At a certain point, the nature of horror can become lost in hair-fine semantic distinctions. 

As both a literary theme and a human experience, horror demands a phenomenological 

consideration. Julia Kristeva's insight on semiotics is particularly helpful in coming to 

understand horror in its truest, most experiential sense. Kristeva notes that, operating within a 

semiotic understanding of horror, there is a common language of expression that indicates the 
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implicit argument behind a sign-post-like reaction to that which is deemed horrifying. When 

horror is perceived and then expressed, "language now manifests itself whose complaint 

repudiates the common code, then builds itself into an idiolect, and finally resolves itself through 

the sudden irruption of affect" (53). Within the context of Darwinian horror, the underlying 

, complaint expresses a discontent at the violation of the normative conceptualization of the 

cosmos; the idiolect refers to the kind of uniquely Darwinian diction which alludes to its own 

origin, particularly in a way that draws attention to the deviance of its origins; and the responses 

of those vessels for the complaint, both literary and historical, exhibit reactions of irruptive affect 

which are to be considered as symptoms of an encounter with the horrifying. In other words, 

horror will be considered to be something that, in a Radcliffean sense, is so scary and shocking 

as to be all-consuming, or as Kristeva suggests, that which violates the necessary boundary 

between the super-ego and the abject and, in doing so, creates a suspension of order that freezes 

the wits and the body. 

Like the fainting woman at the Oxford Debates, the sudden and total encapsulation of an 

experience by the abject marks a departure from ordinary means of processing emotional 

stimulus. Perhaps a helpful and aptly-scientific analogy is to be found in that of non-Newtonian 

fluids, or a fluid that does not obey Newton's law of viscosity which observes constant viscosity 

of fluids, or the proportional change in shear stress in response to change in shear rate. Silly 

Putty, for example, is a non-Newtonian fluid whose viscosity increases when subjected to 

increased shear strain. In other words, Silly Putty may be molded and kneaded softly, but it will 

shatter like glass when struck by a hammer. The human psyche, then, is somewhat like this, and 

horrifying moments embody the drop of the hammer which exceeds the human tolerance for 
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things within the realm of normalcy and causes it to react in a way that is uncharacteristic of the 

preconceived emotive norm. Or, in the words of Victor Frankenstein, "Nothing is so painful to 

the human mind as a great and sudden change" (169). Far from perfect, this metaphor adheres 

closely to the attitude toward terror and horror in this paper and will hopefully suffice for the 

greater purpose of identifying Darwin's influence on the literature of the writers that he so 

profoundly impacted. 

Frankenstein and Shelley's Reconsideration of the Living 

Though not immediately obvious, early evolutionary thinking serves as a particularly apt 

lens by ·which to examine the aspects of the Gothic monster that make it so terrifying. As 

scientific inquiry shifts man's place in the universe from the harmonious spheres back down to 

Earth, · literary monsters become more and more uncanny, sometimes indistinguishable from 

ordinary people. Gothic writers internalize the anxieties of identity, the chimera of old moves 

inward, and we are forced to consider ourselves subject to the slings and arrows of natural 

processes and all of the implications therein. Mary Shelley, an early nineteenth century Gothic 

writer, cites scientific discovery as the inspiration for her novel Frankenstein. In the introduction 

appearing the the 1831 printing, Shelley details the journey to her conception of this story, a 

journey beset by gloom, doom, and thunderstorms in the Swiss Alps. After hearing Lord Byron, 

a fellow cabinmate, speak of Dr. Erasmus Darwin's experiment in reanimating a piece of 

vermicelli, which "by some extraordinary means it began to move with voluntary motion" (23). 

The truth of the matter is that Dr. Darwin acknowledged that "the vorticella or wheel animal.. .is 

capable of continuing alive for many months though kept in a dry state" (Darwin's The Temple 

of Nature "Spontaneous Vitality of Microscopic animals) despite its requirement to have water to 
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move and live normally. Despite Byron's mistelling of this experiment or Shelley's 

misunderstanding, it is a clear instance nonetheless of the creative mind catching hold of some 

scientific consideration and running away with it. Such an imagination is primed, Shelley argues 

and Radcliffe would surely agree, by the intensely sublime setting of Shelley's authorship: a 

house in the mountains of Switzerland, chronically rained-in, surrounding by mist-shrouded 

mountain peaks and the occasional clap of thunder. Though Shelley pre-dates Charles Darwin, 

her work and the anxieties expressed within it anticipate the coming anxieties of the nineteenth 

century by threatening the boundaries between life and death that are so crucial to defining 

earlier understandings of the natural world. 

The work focuses on Victor Frankenstein and his horrible creation: an amalgamation of 

human and animal remains, galvanized and brought into the land of the living. The concept of 

the living dead is frightening as it is, but Frankenstein's creature inspires horror largely because 

he goes beyond the initial shock value of his own origins. The creature is begotten by blasphemy, 

against both established scientific thought at the time as well as the theological sanctity of human 

remains. His instructors dismiss Frankenstein's source texts as "nonsense ... exploded systems and 

useless names" (51), and the action of his "profane fingers" which "disturbed ... the tremendous 

secrets of the human frame" (58) suggests Frankenstein's own awareness of the disturbing horror 

of his unnatural project. Not only does Frankenstein degrade the sanctity of the dead, but he 

mixes their physiology with that of animals. He "collect[s] bones from charnel-houses," and "the 

slaughterhouse fumishe[s] many of [his] materials" in order to construct a being of a large 

enough size that he is able to properly attend to the more minute aspects of his creature's 

anatomy. Though not as overt as the later example of Dr. Moreau, Frankenstein's mixture of 
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animal and human remains assumes a interrelation between the two. More than an interrelation, 

in fact, this hybridization goes beyond physical similarity and asserts physiological equivalence. 

Though Shelley doesn't carry these similarities so far as to suggest a common origin, the 

compatibility of human and animal organs is a far cry from the classical, distinct separation of 

humanity from the beasts beneath. 

The creature stands as one of many examples of a particularly effective and oft-used 

trope 'in Gothic horror: the bone-chilling fright of the uncanny. The creature is enormous in 

stature, villainous in actions, and by many biological standards, completely human. The 

creature's unnerving, near-human visage provokes the first instance of true horror displayed in 

the novel. Though Frankenstein "had selected his features as beautiful," "the horrid contrast" of 

his murky white eyes, thin black lips, and pallid skin, stretched across his muscular frame, elicit 

a "breathless horror and disgust" (59-60) in the creator. Frankenstein's relationship to his 

creation, both as parent and adversary, heightens his subconscious attachment to it and thus 

accentuates the horrifying efficacy of the creature's aberrant familiarity. Always an opportunity 

for unwelcome introspection, grotesque familiarity is largely what inspires horror and outrage in 

later Darwinian critics like Bishop Wilberforce; and in the pseudo-familial ties he shares with his 

creation, Frankenstein is particularly primed for this kind of reaction. Frankenstein begins to use 

terms of speciation even before the creature's birth: "a new species would bless me as its creator 

and source ... No father could claim the gratitude of his child so completely as I should deserve 

theirs" (57). Even Frankenstein's childhood companion Elizabeth displays a diction touched by 

the creature's influence: 

I no longer see the world and its works as they before appeared to me. Before, I looked 
upon the accounts of vice and injustice, that I read in books or heard from others, as tales 
of ancient days, or imaginary evils; at least they were remote, and more familiar to reason 
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than to the imagination; but now misery has come home, and men appear to me as 
monsters thirsting for each other's blood. (87) 

Elizabeth's account follows the characterization of the 18th century in Carroll's The Philosophy 

of Horror. Carroll argues that "where the Enlightenment valorizes reason, the horror novel 

explores emotion, indeed particularly violent ones from the point of view of fictional 

characters ... the return of the Enlightenment's repressed" (56). The worldview Elizabeth offers is 

one that "affords the conceptual space necessary for the supernatural" (57) that her cousin Victor 

has suddenly and unwittingly occupied with his creature. 

Although Frankenstein doesn't have to cope so much with his own animalian origins or 

their capacity to reemerge, he does grapple with the dilemma of scientific endeavor that 

oversteps the established natural boundaries and opens up the possibilities of reconsideration of 

what it means to be human. In this sense, Shelley creates an early Charles Darwin around the 

same time as the actual Darwin's birth. Frankenstein discovers the truth of "whence ... the 

principled of life proceed[s]" by observing how "the corruption of death succeed[s] to the 

blooming cheek of life" (55). Likewise, Darwin recognizes that "When we reflect on this 

struggle [for existence], we may console ourselves with the full belief, that the war of nature is 

not incessant, that no fear is felt, that death is generally prompt, and that the vigorous, the 

healthy, and the happy survive and multiply" (69). The way in which Frankenstein observes the 

cycles of decomposition and generation mirrors the motive force behind Darwin's own 

framework for evolution: a never ending work-in-progress driven by successive waves of birth 

and decay. In Shelley's creative prescience, she creates a character and a dilemma which sets the 

stage for where this geme can go and how it will ultimately incorporate the Darwinian elements 

she and the older Darwin foresaw. 
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Expression. Reaction. and Atavism in Dracula 

Reactions to the Darwinian and pre-Darwinian imagery have largely been the subject of 

discussion up to this point, but Darwin himself had a serious interest in physical and emotional 

reactions. Operating within Darwin's own understanding of horror sheds light not only to the 

experience itself but also its relevance to the literary tropes of novels written in the Darwinian 

wake. In his 1872 work, The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, Darwin endeavors 

to explicate some common physical expressions of emotion in humans and postulates a number 

of evolutionary origins for commonalities between them. As Darwin progresses from On the 

Origin of Species to The Descent of Man and ultimately to Expressions of Emotions, his work 

takes on a markedly more anthropocentric tone, unlike the concerted efforts to avoid 

anthropocentric language and analogy that Beer notes in her analysis of Origin (Beer, Darwin's 

Plots 52). In doing so, Darwin offers a project that reads with an unusually human tone, lying on 

the uncanny boundary between empathy and almost extraterrestrial objectivism. 

This more human reading offers itself as an intermediate between the scientific revelation 

of Origin and the ramifications in literature thereafter. Conveniently, Darwin even offers a 

concrete definition of horror in addition to possible evolutionary origins of the experience of· 

being horrified: 

Horror.-The state of mind expressed by this term implies terror, and is in some cases 

almost synonymous with it. Many a man must have felt, before the blessed discovery of 

chloroform, great horror at the thought of an impending surgical operation. He who 

dreads, as well as hates a man, will feel, as Milton uses the word, a horror of him. We 

feel horror if we see any one, for instance a child, exposed to some instant and crushing 

danger. (Darwin, The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals 304) 
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The horror Darwin describes is a kind of hybrid between terror and dread, recognition of 

imminent danger combined with an aversion to the ineffably grotesque or perverse nature of that 

danger. Surgery without anesthesia, a child running into the streets: these are two of the many 

images that might conjure up the emotion Darwin describes. However, one particular kind of 

horror retains a fidelity to the fight-or-flight origins that Darwin entertains: the horror of being 

hunted. From H.G. Wells's The Island of Dr. Moreau, to Richard Connell's "The Most 

Dangerous Game," to Stephen King's The Running Man, the image of human prey occupies a 

firm place in the contemporary consciousness, but perhaps no other work embodies the Gothic 

fear of the hunt like Bram Stoker's Dracula. Saturated with the anxiety of being made vampire 

food, Dracula brings into focus a kind of mammalian fear made especially compelling in 

conjunction with the Darwinian reconsideration of man's place within the natural food chain. 

This kind of fear, the very fear that "freezes and nearly annihilates" (Radcliffe, "On the 

Supernatural in Poetry" 150) the faculties of the hunted, resonates throughout the novel. Darwin 

asks his reader to view humankind as equally susceptible to the means of natural selection as any 

other being, and in Dracula, the primary means of selection is predation. 

Stoker's description of Dracula is clearly Darwinian, both in the animalistic overtones of 

his diction as well as its similitude to the field of criminology.The study for the origin of criminal 

behavior is not novel, but the assertion that crime is somehow related to an evolutionary 

deviance is a hallmark of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the later half of the 

nineteenth century, pseudoscientific fields began to predicate around Darwin's insights, seeking . 

to apply Darwinian theory to other fields in biology and sociology. In a synthesis of La vat's 18th 

century physiognomy and the emerging concept of atavism in Darwin's and Haeckel's works, 
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Cesare Lombroso stands out as perhaps the most systematically ngorous practitioner of 

physiognomic analysis. Lombroso argued that the criminal is ultimately "an atavistic being who 

reproduces in his person the ferocious instincts of primitive humanity and the inferior animals" 

(Criminal Man, XV), and that through close anatomical recordkeeping, a person's propensity for 

crime can be quantitatively evaluated. Though authors of Gothic literature rarely go so far as to 

weigh and measure the deviance in their monsters, their language is nevertheless painted with the 

kind of criminological diction popularized by Lombroso. In Jonathan Harker's first impressions 

of Dracula, he notes markedly animalistic characteristics, particularly those of a predator: 

His face was a strong - a very strong - aquiline, with high bridge of the thin nose and 

peculiarly arched nostrils; with lofty domed forehead, and hair growing scantily round 
the temples, but profusely elsewhere ... The mouth, so far as I could see it under the 

heavy moustache, was fixed and rather cruel-looking, with peculiarly sharp white teeth. 

(23) 

Lombroso's work mirrors Stoker's description of Dracula in his analysis of the criminal nose: "in 

murderers ... [the nose] is often aquiline like the beak of a bird of prey" (15). Harker describes 

Dracula as resembling a bird of prey, a particularly apt comparison given the Count's constant 

circling about Harker, closing in daily on his helpless victim. Given Dracula's "aquiline" visage, 

Harker might accurately be described as a trembling field mouse or some other humble rodent 

anticipating its own demise. Dracula's teeth are also noteworthy, "for criminals rarely have 

normal dentition" (16), according to Lombroso. Much like Dracula's "peculiarly sharp white 

teeth" (Dracula 23), Lombroso notes the prevalence of canines that are "long, sharp, and curving 

inwardly as in carnivores" (17). In contrast to Dracula's imperturbable sangfroid, Harker exhibits 

an almost prehistoric mammalian fear. Indeed, Dracula is horrifying largely because he is a 

composite of the collected exterior of refined nobility and the reptilian instincts of a predator. 
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Upon seemg Dracula crawl out of a window and descend the side of his castle 

upside-down, Harker experiences something that could only be described as horror: 

I saw the fingers and toes grasp the comers of the stones .. .just as a lizard moves along a 
wall. 

What manner of man is this or what manner of creature is it in the semblance of 
man? I feel the dread of this horrible lace overpowering me; I am in fear--in awful fear-
and there is no escape for me; I am encompassed about with terrors that I dare not think 
of. .. (39). 

By tapping into the ancient dichotomy between mammalian and reptilian beings, the former 

having been largely preyed upon by the latter at their advent, Harker paints a picture of survival 

and implicit extinction that is as immediate as it is ghastly. Despite the reluctance of the likes of 

Wilberforce to accept the animalian origins of humans and their emotive responses, there is an 

undeniable efficacy of literary language that utilizes those very undercurrents. Stoker's 

zoological diction surrounding Dracula is one of many instances in which Darwinian theory 

makes an insidious and efficacious cameo in Gothic horror. 

Darwin himself was prone to such morbid descriptions of what he described as "the 

struggle for existence" (On the Origin of Species 55). He reminds his reader that, though one 

may "often see superabundance of food," one often does not see, "or forget[s] that the birds 

which are idly singing ... mostly live on insects or seeds, and are thus constantly destroying life" 

(55). Gillian Beer astutely notes that, only a few pages later, Darwin cements this point with an 

image that verges on floridity. Darwin declares that: 

In looking at Nature, it is most necessary to keep the foregoing consideration always in 
mind-- never to forget that every single organic being around us may be said to be 
striving to the utmost to increase in numbers; that each lives by a struggle at some period 
of its life; that heavy destruction inevitably falls either on the young or old ... The face of 
Nature may be compared to a yielding surface, with ten thousand sharp wedges packed 
close together and driven inwards by incessant blows, sometimes one wedge being 
struck, and then another with greater force. (On the Origin of Species 60) 
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Darwin describes an unyielding and primal drive to propagate and the dependence of that 

propagation on the destruction and consumption of preexisting life. Dracula inspires fear partly 

because he embodies that very same drive in the form of a monstrous supplanter. Such fear is 

also present in the religious Van Reising's mind, as he describes the imminent threat of vampires 

much in the same fashion that Darwin describes the faceless force of "Nature." Vampires 

"cannot die, but must go on age after age adding new victims and multiplying the evils of the 

world" (190), j~st as nothing truly dies in the Darwinian cosmos, but is rather consumed by or 

transformed into ever-growing fold of the natural world. 

The thought of a multiplying race of vampires triggers another biological anxiety: the 

fear of one's own species being eclipsed by a superior animal. Harker describes Dracula as being 

part "of a conquering race" (34) and taps into an anxiety that is twofold. That is to say the arrival 

of the Count indicates both the fear of his polluting or overtaking Londoners' mild English 

bloodline as well as the horror that is evoked by the idea that otherwise morally upright and 

seemingly advanced human beings could so easily mutate, devolve even, into something so 

predatory and primeval. What differentiates Dracula from other carnivores is not just his 

assertion of primacy within the food chain, but his capacity to do harm beyond his initial 

predation. It is one matter for a self-respecting Victorian to consider himself as cattle for another 

more capable hunter, but it is an entirely separate matter to add onto that the fear of being 

physically and spiritually consumed, reduced to a hellish vassal, a fledgling simulacrum of the 

enemy. In an age already sensitive to a growing sense of positivism replacing essentialist 

concepts of self and society, to be fed upon by and turned into a monster represents a loss of 

power and identity that goes much deeper than the simple shock value of the big bad wolf. 
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This process is perhaps most horrific in the instances where children fall victim to such 

predatory forces. The . first instance of infanticide occurs when the three female vampires who 

first attempt to make a meal of Harker must make do with lesser sustenance after the Count's 

reproach: 

If my ears did not deceive me there was a gasp and a low wail, as of a half-smothered 
child. The women closed round, whilst I was aghast with horror; but as I looked they 
disappeared, and with them the dreadful bag. There was no door near them, and they 
could not have passed me without my noticing. They simply seemed to fade into the rays 
of the moonlight... Then the horror overcame me, and I sank down unconscious. (Stoker 
44) 

The image of three vampires murdering and dining on an innocent child carries with it two 

justifications for horror: that which Darwin describes in Expression of the Emotions as an innate 

concern for a child (304), and the anxiety surrounding another race consuming human progeny 

and, in doing so, simultaneously eliminating current humanity as well as the potential for future 

humanity, usurping our existential claim to continuity. Understandably, Harker responds with 

"horror" and faints, slipping away from the unbearable cruelty of his newfound reality. 

Harker's reaction to the horror of the consumption of children mirrors the horror that 

Darwin's theory of natural selection evokes in its necessitation for the death of unfit progeny. 

Such a brutal natural framework is particularly upsetting to the Romantic assertion of humanity's 

inherent goodness. The Romantics considered man's purest and most nobel state to be 

intrinsically tied to nature, but Darwin's nature suggests a philosophy quite to the contrary. In a 

natural world of winners and losers, the weak are particularly susceptible to the means of 

selection that drives biological evolution. In being aware of this fact, one must eventually 

consider the inherent inequity and brutality of such a mechanism. An accurate reading of this 
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harsh natural world requires suspension of the concept of morality and goodness for the sake of a 

more positivist conceptualization of the natural order. 

Similarities in Darwin the Author and Dracula 

Though Darwin's work requires a stem and objectivist reading of the nature of biology, 

this is not to say that he himself was immune to the existential anxiety inherent to his own 

theory. Darwin's On the Origin of Species, though conceived of in the late 1830s after his 

voyage on the HMS Beagle, did not make it to print until 1859. His hesitation to publish his 

work is thought to be a consequence of his preoccupation with potentially negative reception of 

it, suggested by his request that his wife see that it be published in the event of his untimely 

death (Darwin, "To Emma Darwin" July 5, 1844). But recent scholarship has suggested 

otherwise; Darwin scholar John van Wyhe attributes the decades-long gap between authorship 

and publication of Origin partly to sporadic illness and other projects ("Mind the Gap" 196). 

However, there is a case to be made regarding Darwin's acceptance of his own work that 

suggests an internal dissonance that he needed to overcome in order to accept his work prior to 

its dissemination. One argument might suggest outside influence, citing the addition of a 

reference the "Creator" in his second edition of Origin that was not present in the first. Perhaps a 

more convincing perspective, however, would be to view Darwin's own self-admitted hesitation 

to be the byproduct of a desire for external validation. 

I collected notes on the origin or descent of man without any intention of publishing on 
the subject, but rather with the determination not to publish, as I thought that I should 
thus only add to the prejudices against my views. Now the case wears a wholly different 
aspect. ... In consequence of the views now adopted by most naturalists, ... I have been 
led to put together my notes. (quoted in van Wyhe, "Mind the Gap" 196) 
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Whatever the reason may have been, Datwin clearly exhibited some sense of awareness of the 

upsetting nature of his work, both to those around him and to himself. 

Datwin's own anxieties are partly evident also in his writings on particular animals 

encompassed by his studies. These anxieties, like those of his readers, are the product of an 

unsettled and preordained concept of essentialist hierarchy and benign intent inherent to creation. 

This stands as another instance in which literal, documented horror overlaps with the horror 

imbued in literary works with potencies dependent upon a common source: corruption of order. 

Aside from his oft-cited finches and the variations of their beaks, there were a number of other 

animalian adaptations that caught his eye and espoused anxiety within Datwin. The scorpion 

wasp, or Ichneumonidae, was an insect of particular moral and theological implication for him: 

I cannot persuade myself that a beneficent & omnipotent God would have designedly 
created the Ichneumonidae1 with the express intention of their feeding within the living 
bodies of caterpillars, or that a cat should play with mice. (Charles Datwin, The 
Correspondence of Charles Darwin 8, 1860, 224) 

The disruption that the scorpion wasp causes in Datwin's worldview is akin to one ofKristeva's 

examples of the abject collapsing structures within a psychological paradigm. The horror of the 

out of place abject "reaches its apex when death .. .interferes with what, in [our] living universe, is 

supposed to save [us] from death: childhood, science, among other things" (Powers of Horror 4). 

The vampiric threat to the innocent in Dracula creates a similar disturbance in the religious 

sensibilities of the vampire-hunters, particularly Van Helsing, a universally-learned practitioner 

in the physical and metaphysical who, despite his almost immediate suspicions, delays the actual 

1 This particular wasp reproduces by laying eggs in the body of a live host, often a kind of 
caterpillar, which bears the eggs until they hatch and the pupae devour the host's body from the 
inside outward while the host, helpless and alive, must endure this physical torment (Missouri 
Department of Conservation). 
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naming of Dracula as a vampire for a notable portion of the narrative. In this way, Van Helsing 

again mirrors Darwin, particularly his postponed publication of Origin. Though there is little 

direct evidence for any intentional analogy, the similarities between the two scientists is a useful 

tool for understanding the Darwinian influence on Stoker and characters like Van Helsing. 

In his capacity to consider matters beyond the immediately scientific, Dr. Van Helsing 

himself serves as an embodiment of the same spirit that possesses other nineteenth century 

scientists like Darwin. Van Helsing is, in Dr. Seward's words, "a philosopher and a 

metaphysician, and one of the most advanced scientists of his day" ( 1 06), not unlike Darwin who 

attended Cambridge to become a parson in the Unitarian Church while reading such works as 

Paley's 1802 work Natural Theology, which some argue to be the basis for Darwin's early 

pan-adaptionism (Ayala, "Darwin's Greatest Discovery: Design Without Designer" 8568). The 

methodologies of the two scientists, however, are inverted. Whereas Darwin sparingly tends to 

theological consideration throughout his primary biological enterprise, such as the consideration 

of the nature of God manifest in the scorpion wasp, Van Helsing intermittently makes use of 

medical knowledge as he works out his primary supernatural endgame, evidenced by the 

periodic--and haphazard--blood transfusions he performs as he develops his theory on the 

vampire's unnatural origins. These doctor-theologue hybrids serve as foils for one another and 

elucidate the particularly Gothic ambiguity surrounding the differentiation between the 

metaphysical and the scientific. The uncertainty of the delineation between the literal and the 

metaphysical provides ample ground for what Radcliffe describes as terror, which "is not 

distinctly pictured forth, but is seen in glimpses through obscuring shades .. . which excite the 
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imagination to complete the rest" ( 6), but the force behind those doctors ' revelations carries 

offers the capacity for annihilation by which Radcliffe denotes horror. 

Darwin's Reactions and the Criminological Count 

The fear of the indiscriminate force that Dracula represents and its capacity to nullify 

horrifies Harker and the other inhabitants of London, and in doing so creates an anxiety of 

annihilation that overturns the Londoners ' preconceived order of their universe. In the mind of 

the Victorian reader, far removed from the ancient struggles of the early human, humanity knows 

no predators. Perhaps it is this fact itself that lends additional horror to Count Dracula; his 

uncanny similarity to the mortal man is just familiar enough so as to bring to mind the 

destructive capabilities of the modem man, but not so similar as to discount him as some 

common malefactor. In fact, Dracula is partly terrifying because he is uncommon. As Noel 

Carroll so aptly describes, what "demarcate[s] the horror story from mere stories with monsters, 

such as myths, is the attitude of characters in the story to the monsters they meet as abnormal, as 

disturbances of the natural order" ( 16), the irony here being that Dracula upsets the Victorian 

natural order by reintroducing the Victorian reader into a far more ancient natural hierarchy. The 

Count also toes the line between his seemingly refined and human exterior which would conform 

to the Victorian concept of a proper nobleman and his true infernal intentions which align 

themselves more with the uncontained chaos of natural selection. Dracula is unusual, and Darwin 

offers a hint to the biological origins behind the human response to horror. 

Darwin describes the physical expression of horror as a composite of a number of 

potential factors, but those he describes in detail maintain a particular physiological relevance for 

ascertaining the nature of imminent and unusual danger: 
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Some of the signs may be accounted for through the principles of habit, association, and 

inheritance,-such as the wide opening of the mouth and eyes, with upraised eyebrows, 

so as to see as quickly as possible all around us, and to hear distinctly whatever sound 

may reach our ears. For we have thus habitually prepared ourselves to discover and 

encounter any danger. (307) [Italics mine] 

Darwin's man is prepared and, one might say, preprogrammed to react to anomalic antagonists 

with a particular kind of physiological repertoire. Indeed, Harker embodies such a designated 

reaction to horror in his first few moments with the Count. After shaking the Count's hand for 

the first time, Harker begins to catalogue Dracula's predatory characteristics when, upon seeing 

the vampire's sharpened fingernails, he finds he "could not repress a shudder" nor shake "a 

horrible feeling of nausea" (24). Here Harker demonstrates not only the preparedness to 

participate in a physical expression with a biological origin, but also embodies on of particular 

interest: the shudder. 

It is not incidental that the sensation of fear in the presence of Dracula is accompanied by 

a shudder, which Darwin attributes to a reflex in the platysma, a superficial layer of muscle that 

originates on the inferior border of the mandible and drapes across the ventral surface of the 

neck, down and across the clavicles. This part of the human anatomy is symbolically charged for 

a number of reasons. The nape of the neck bears a mammalian association with maternal 

supervision, while the ventral area carries with it the association of lifeblood, voice, and 

vulnerability. When any of these things are endangered, it seems a matter of course that one's 

physiology would respond in a way that is both reflexive and particular. Given the Count's 

hyper-predatory "physiognomy," it is no won9er that Harker "could not repress a shudder" (24), 

this dynamic again reiterating the nineteenth century conceptualization of the human physiology 

as a medium for the conveyance of deeper essential nature. The shudder is not limited to the 
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characters' reactions, though. As Carroll argues, "in horror fictions, the emotions of the audience 

are supposed to mirror the preceding examples [in] the characters' responses" (Carroll18), and, 

by that token, the shudder is so crucial to the Gothic audience that German readers referred to the 

genre as the schauerroman or "shudder novel." 

This momentary shuddering is, of course, just a brief moment within the context of 

Dracula as an entire work, but it is a crucially representative instance of coalescence between 

Darwinian thought, Gothic fiction, and later criticism. Gillian Beer notes that, much like 

Harker's reaction to Dracula and Darwin's reaction to horror, "Victorian rejections of 

evolutionary ideas register a physical shudder" at the thought of "the relationship of humanity to 

the ascidian and the crocodile" (Darwin's Plots 7). Beer borrows the disgust toward considering 

"the ascidian and the crocodile" from Ruskin whose choice examples for the analogy--a boneless 

sea squirt and a predatory relic of the Cretaceous--reflect the kinds of animalistic analogies that 

upset nineteenth century sensibilities. Wilberforce's earlier tactic of drawing absurd comparisons 

like that of a mushroom was not limited to his own writings, it seems. 

The capacity of Darwinian theory to horrify goes beyond the implicit analogy of humans 

and animals and the paradigm shift that entails. There is another wave of Darwin's aftershock to 

be considered apart from direct antagonism to evolutionary theory. In addition to reactionary 

rejection espoused by the general anxiety of Darwinian implications regarding human nature, 

there are a several pseudoscientific fields that descend from or are reinvigorated by an 

overzealous imaginative acceptance of Darwin's writings and their indiscriminate application. 

These fields, criminology, phrenology, physiognomy, and the eventual rumblings of eugenics, 

are all alluded to regularly in nineteenth century Gothic horror. 
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In her essay "Dracula: The Unseen Face in the Mirror," Carol Senf elucidates this dual 

threat as both the inability or reluctance to recognize one's own brutal nature as well as the ironic 

preoccupation with reverse colonization: 

Here, then, is the figure that Bram Stoker created-a figure who confronts us with 
primordial mysteries: death, blood, and love, and how they are bound together. Finally, 
Stoker's achievement is this: he makes us understand in our own experience why the 
vampire is said to be invisible in the mirror. He is there, but we fail to recognize him 
since our own faces get in the way. ( 425) 

Senf touches on the complex part of human nature embodied by Dracula while also drawing 

attention to the irony of the western European characters' preoccupation with a perceived foreign 

invader who is, in part, cut from the same cloth. Senf's argument that Dracula "is an internal, not 

an external threat" ( 427) is doubly effective considering the Darwinian language underscoring 

Dracula and the post-Darwinian identity crisis of those forced to face their own animalistic 

origins. Senf adds that Harker "fears a kind of reverse imperialism, the threat of the primitive 

trying to colonize the civilized world" ( 426), and indeed, this is a very real concern when the 

primitive is, in fact, a genealogical shadow inside of all "civilized" inhabitants. Dracula's reverse 

imperialism represents a kind of atavistic emergence of animalistic characteristics that are 

provoked by an outsider, but propagated ad infinitum, by people like Lucy Westenra, members 

of the in-group who nevertheless retain the capacity to host the reemergence of repressed primal 

savagery. 

In his descriptions of Dracula's appearance and behavior, Stoker appeals not just to the 

subconscious and biologically-rooted antagonism of predation--he makes an appeal to a 

criminological perspective. In on particularly overt instance, Mina Harker notes that "The Count 

is a criminal and of criminal type ... and qua criminal he is of imperfectly formed mind" (378), 
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suggesting that criminal behavior is the product of a biological insufficiency or deformity rather 

than a sociological or psychological byproduct.Lombroso borrows from the same positivist 

philosophy as Darwin but with distinctly sociological aims. Lombroso argues that a criminal's 

actions are inherent and equally subject to the forces of nature that drive the inheritance and 

prevalence of any other physiological characteristic. 

The Modem, or Positive, School of Penal Jurisprudence, on the contrary, maintains that 
the anti-social tendencies of criminals are the result of their physical and psychic 
organisation, which differs essentially from that of normal individuals; and it aims at 
studying the morphology and various functional phenomena of the criminal with the 
object of curing, instead of punishing him. (Criminal Man 5) 

In assigning criminal behavior to all other physiological variables, Lombroso attempts to 

normalize criminal behavior as something that isn't evidence of a person's malevolent intentions, 

but simply symptomatic of an inherited defect. This separates his thinking from the 

understanding of crime from earlier eras which took criminal behavior to be indicative of a sinful 

nature and collap~es the prior boundaries between the upright and the criminal, providing fertile 

ground for the realization of the abject. 

Breaking Down Boundaries in Jekyll and Hyde 

When considering preoccupation with inherent, sinful nature m the late nineteenth 

century, perhaps no other example jumps out more readily than that of Dr. Jekyll and his pursuit 

of the distillation of human nature. Stevenson's titular character is consumed by the quest to 

mute some unnamed deviance in his character that he perceives to be fundamental and fixed. 

Like many doctors, literary and otherwise, he seeks solutions for spiritual malady in the lab. Dr. 

Jekyll, like Dr. van Helsing and Victor Frankenstein, is a man of science with a proclivity for the 

occult. The scientific nature of these characters and of Dr. Jekyll especially offer a sense of 
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scientific legitimacy to supernatural storylines. However, their potential for horror comes from 

the unnatural antagonists they face. Dr. Jekyll's foe stands apart insofar is Mr. Hyde is an overtly 

internal manifestation and consequence of Jekyll's human corruptibility. Hyde is brutish, callous, 

and somehow ineffably perverse. He is a synthesis of all of the negative portions of Jekyll's 

character, and the most fatal flaw, pride, is the point that links the two. It's at this focus that they 

become indistinguishable, and blurring of the boundary separating the two alter egos is 

ultimately what destroys them. In addition to all of this metaphysical argument, however, there is 

a very real debt to post-Darwinian biological pseudoscience that makes this novel so compelling 

and horrifying--particularly, the study of criminology, the preoccupation with atavistic 

devolution, and social Darwinism. The comparative normativity of Utterson, the classist and 

personified city landscape of London, and the overtly atavistic nature of Mr. Hyde all coalesce to 

form an argument that is as moralistic as it is pseudo-scientifically assertive. 

In order to clearly articulate Hyde's deviance, Stevenson establishes foils to weigh 

against his villain, and he is able to do so effectively thanks to the biologically-charged 

preconceptions surrounding class at the time. Stevenson makes a particularly thorough 

description of the proper Englishman in his description of the initial protagonist, Mr. Utterson. 

By establishing Utterson as the first character against which all later characters should be 

compared, Stevenson takes a subtle but firm stance regarding the narrative default. Mr. Utterson 

functions as a lens by which one ascertains both the unfolding of the story as well as the 

prototype for propriety. Leaning on the works of physiognomy and criminology, Stevenson 

makes use of an evolutionary conceptualization of humans and their follies as products of 

biological processes. What's more, those biological processes are rooted in a tradition that places 
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positivism ahead of essentialism and theological ontology that might have otherwise accounted 

for human nature in other eras. In his consideration of what may become ofhumanity in a society 

of blurring class lines, Stevenson's work points to a preoccupation with Darwinian atavism's 

capacity to destroy the boundary between proper English stock and the working class. The 

upsetting of this kind of priggish elitism is exactly what inspires horror in those who encounter 

Mr. Hyde. 

Utterson's name is itself a pun on his role in the novel: to utter the horror of Dr. Jekyll's 

transformation and to serve vicariously as the presumed late Victorian's reaction to such an 

upsetting violation of preconceived social stratification. As Carroll argues, the standard by which 

to measure a work's capacity to horrify is to be gauged by the example that a character's reaction 

to the horrific sets. From his initial description, Utterson is clearly established to be the exemplar 

for a typical, unassuming, and almost parodical Englishman: 

A man of rugged countenance that was never lighted by a smile; cold sc~nty and 

embarrassed in discourse; backward in sentiment; lean, long, dusty, dreary and yet 

somehow lovable. At friendly meetings, and when the wine was to his taste, something 

eminently human beaconed from his eye; something indeed which never found its way 
into his talk, but which spoke not only in these silent symbols of the after-dinner face, but 

more often and loudly in the acts of his life. (31) 

Utterson functions like Norbert Elias's theoretical homo clausus, or "closed man," an individual 

who acts independent of the influences of the external world. In his static conformity, Utterson 

serves as a foil for the turmoil of Dr. Jekyll's crisis. Unlike the imminent intermingling of 

classes, races, and nationalities that are an ever-present consideration in the Victorian worldview, 

Utterson and company are resigned and compartmentalized. However, rather than being immune 

to sociological influence, Utterson and company are more akin to those who mitigate the shock 
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of Darwin's total mutability with the concept of orthogeny. The upper class characters in Jekyll 

and Hyde consider themselves to be set apart, not as products of their environments, but as 

participants in a natural segregation of differently-valued types of people. Such resignation from 

the truly undirected nature of natural selection makes the outwardly aberrant and obviously 

devolved nature of Mr. Hyde all the more horrific. 

Stevenson emphasizes the privileged and reserved nature ofUtterson's company in his 

likening them to aristocratic imagery: "His friends were those of his own blood or those whom 

he had known the longest; his affections, like ivy, were the growth of time, they implied no 

aptness in the object" (31 ).Similar to the Stokerian preoccupation with bloodline purity, 

Stevenson alludes to a concern with maintaining homogeneity within the London upper class. 

This genealogical bias predates the concept of evolutionary biology, but the framework in which 

they operate in the late nineteenth century are notably Darwinian in the sense that they are 

ubiquitous in their potential for reemergence. Like a gene subdued by generations of careful 

breeding, moral deviance rears its ugly head unexpectedly when the socially constructed 

boundaries between the bourgeois and the commoner fall apart. 

The very buildings that set the stage for the narrative in Jekyll and Hyde suggest the 

genealogical essentialism that underscores the horror of Hyde's existence. Stevenson's 

characterization of the mysterious door and the subsequent interactions with Mr. Hyde there 

immediately draws upon a Darwinian concept of atavism to create a metaphorical landscape that 

inspires the horror and anxiety of the possibility of humankind's devolution. Utterson and 

Enfield are strolling through a busy yet well-kept London streetside, remarking on its "contrast 

to its dingy neighborhood, like a fire ina forest...with its freshly painted shutters, well-polished 
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brasses, and general clt:~anliness and gaiety of note" (32) when they come upon something that 

seems out of place. The building that later proves to be Hyde's temporary abode, "a sinister 

block of building thrust[s] forward its gable on the street" bearing the "marks of prolonged and 

sordid negligence" (32). As the precipitating event for the beginning of Enfield's story, this 

"sinister block" presents the same capacity to inspire horor as its occupant, Mr. Hyde. Such a 

ubiquitous the kind of pathological invasion that is used to characterize the mingling of 

unsavory people with people considered to be of the proper class. The image of the door signals 

the entrance into the story and foreshadows the exclusive nature of Jekyll's dilemma. The door 

has "neither bell nor knocker," which is to say that one cannot entreat for entry or summon 

whatever lies behind it. Rather, the door only opens with the key in Hyde's possession. This 

rundown housing suggests a sequestration of the unsavory which opens only for those afflicted 

with whatever malady lingers inside. Surrounded by disreputable "tramps" and mischievous 

children, the door shows obvious signs of disuse; "for close on a generation, no one had appeared 

to drive away these random visitors or to repair their ravages." Stevenson uses the word 

"generation" in particular to denote a period of time. Another word would have sufficed in its 

place, but in using "generation," Stevenson suggests the significance of lineage and heredity. 

Within the framework of atavism, or the supposition that a species may revert to earlier states 

within its own evolutionary timeline, it is only appropriate that Mr. Hyde, who Mr. Utterson 

describes as "troglodytic" ( 42), occupy a forgotten and derelict building, a physical manifestation 

of the genealogical anachronisms long-since relegated to the Stone Age. 

Such a metaphor establishes an immediate precedent for the way in which the characters 

in Jekyll and Hyde interact with Mr. Hyde. The ineffability of other characters' distaste for Mr. 
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Hyde is crucial to Stevenson's framing of Hyde's grotesqueness as something that inspires 

simultaneous disgust and subconscious familiarity. In his retelling of his encounter with Mr. 

Hyde, Mr. Enfield describes Hyde as "so ugly that it brought out the sweat" (33) on him, evoking 

a sense of simultaneous terror and disgust. In fact, when he and the Sawbones detain Hyde, the 

physician turns "sick and white with desire to kill [Hyde]" and is fully aware of the same 

impulse in Enfield: 

I knew what was in his mind, just as he knew what was in mine; and killing being out of 
the question, we did the next best. We told the man we could and would make such a 
scandal out of this as should make his name stink from one end of London to the other. 
(33) 

The gentlemen's shared repressed compulsion toward violence demonstrates a kind of Freudian 

sublimation, in which they repress primal instincts up until they are able to express them in the 

form of more tamed and socially acceptable expressions (Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, 

30). Though Freud's thinking has lost some traction in the contemporary era due to his lack of 

quantifiable and reproducible experimentation, he, like Darwin, observes a broad cross-section of 

humanity and imposes upon it a framework of thought in order to make sense of the world 

around him. Most significantly, he does so without projecting intentionality onto a supernatural 

ordering. Again, we see an interplay between literature and popular science that puts forward a 

argument on the actual nature of humanity · in addition to an opportunity for imaginative 

engagement afforded by the fertile ground of fiction. Behind all of this, of course, is the 

groundwork laid by Darwin's efforts to restructure the common perception of the our species so 

as to allow for the consideration of human malleability as a product of biological processes 

rather than societal or supernatural forces . . 
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A large part of the way in which Mr. Hyde effectively inspires horror is thanks what he 

threatens, and in his first encounter with Utterson, Hyde illustrates an overlap with Dracula as 

well as Expression of Emotions in Humans and Animals. When Hyde rounds a comer and 

"trample[s] calmly over [a] child's body" (33), he elicits the same response as Harker's and 

Darwin's in the face of their respective instances of physical threats to children. The male 

onlookers were outraged, and the women "were wild as harpies" (34), but rather than seek 

criminal punishment, the group takes a markedly different approach: extorsion. Utterson claims 

they "screwed him up to a hundred pounds for the child's family" as payment for his crime. The 

child, however, is largely unharmed and not at risk for any pressing medical expenses. Rather 

than a necessary payment, this vigilante billing functions more as a challenge to Hyde to reaffirm 

his own class. Hyde meets this challenge with a check for the full amount signed by Dr. Jekyll, 

as Utterson implies. This serves only to exacerbate Utterson's suspicion of Hyde and the 

growing sense of malaffection toward the unwelcome intrusion into polite company that he 

represents. Hyde patiently waits until the banks open to accompany the men and cash the check, 

and it is ultimately deemed bonafide. Rather than assuage Utterson's misgivings, however, this 

episode stands as the first of many in which Hyde reveals himself to be a aberration of London 

propriety that, despite his nonconformity, is able to deftly navigate its structures, both literal and 

societal. 

In addition to Hyde being threatening, it is remarkable how immediately recognizable he 

is. The distaste people have for Hyde is immediate and familiar, which suggests that the nature of 

what Hyde embodies is internal and universal. Like Dracula as Senfs "unseen face in the 
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mirror," Hyde embodies something viscerally familiar and simultaneously repugnant to those he 

encounters. Dr. Jekyll makes note of this in his "Full Statement of the Case:" 

I have observed that when I wore the semblance of Edward Hyde, none could come near 
to me at first without a visible misgiving of the flesh. This, as I take it, was because all 
human beings, as we meet them, are comingled out of good and evil: and Edward Hyde, 
alone in the ranks of mankind, was pure evil. (81) 

As a part of the dual nature of man, it is less surprising that Hyde's evil form is so immediately 

familiar and upsetting to those he encounters; all, that is, except for Jekyll himself. On first 

seeing his reflection, Jekyll/Hyde is "conscious of no repugnance, rather a leap of welCome .. .it 

seemed natural and human" (81). Jekyll's narrative suggests that, as their form oscillates 

between the monstrous and the normal, he and Hyde alternate between the active conscious 

participant while the other remains present but passive. The significance of Jekyll's own account 

cannot be understated, for it is this meta-awareness that indicates a particular proximity to the 

abject. Kristeva notes that the "unsettlement of analytic utterance ... testifies to its closeness to, 

cohabitation with, and 'knowledge' of abjection" (Powers of Horror, 19). Indeed, the self that 

Jekyll describes within his own narrative stands apart from the analytical Jekyll. In this unique 

position, Jekyll both embodies and observes the abjection implicit in Mr. Hyde. Jekyll's relief 

comes, it seems, from the relief of being one thing entirely. Whereas other are subjected to the 

throes of the "polar· twins ... in the agonised womb of consciousness" (79), Jekyll and Hyde are, 

however briefly, wholly one thing. This singleness of being is something not afforded to 

humanity in a post-Darwinian society in which all things are composites of their predecessors, 

patchworks of surviving threads from earlier failed experiments. Jekyll, despite the torment of 

his oscillating identities, has the brief satisfaction of physical uniformity. Fittingly, this 

uniformity is expressed largely in Darwinian diction. 
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Stevenson describes Mr. Hyde's physical appearance in terms that highlight not only his 

animalistic characteristics, but in terms that point directly to the biological atavism that is only 

possible in a Darwinian conceptualization of the human form. Utterson notes that there is 

"something more ... the man seems hardly human! Something troglodytic" (42) about him strikes 

those Hyde encounters. To accuse Hyde of being a trogloqyte, or a prehistoric, cave-dwelling 

human ancestor, is tantamount to acknowledging the evolution of early human ancestors and 

suggesting that the traits of those ancestors are able to manifest in later generations in an atavistic 

way. Indeed, Hyde's negative actions and traits are often regarded in the context of simian 

similarity. Hyde murders Mr. Carew in an "ape-like fury" (46), and plays "apelike tricks" (92) on 

Jekyll, "scrawling in [Jekyll's] own hand blasphemies on the pages of [his] books." As Jekyll 

comes to recognize Hyde's imminent eclipse of his own self-control, he refers to Hyde's actions 

as having been performed with "apelike spite." Even at his first meeting with Utters on and 

company, Hyde ''snarled aloud in a savage laugh" ( 41 ), a gesture that Darwin goes into extensive 

details over in "Chapter X: Hatred and Anger" of Expressions. This derogative and animalistic 

diction marks a distinct shift from Jekyll's welcoming of Hyde as an opportunity for animalian 

catharsis to a projection of Hyde's deviant behavior onto an evolutionarily lesser other so as to 

disavow Hyde's behavior and something beneath him as well as to minimize Jekyll's own 

personal stake in Hyde's nature, despite the fact that he is the very manifestation of Jekyll's own 

dark side. 

In the classist divide of Soho and the rest of London, there is a physical partitioning or 

compartmentalizing of a preconceived essential hierarchy of human nature. A character like Mr. 

Hyde fundamentally upsets this establishment by introducing an element of uncanny behavioral 
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deviance. It is largely, if not entirely, thanks to Darwin and those who follow after him that the 

new concept of human nature as a mutable amalgamation of its predecessors is able to inspire 

horror and disgust in the citizens of Stevenson's London. The animalian diction surrounding 

Hyde's deviance from the accepted norms of London propriety reveals the way in which 

Darwinian evolution can be superimposed by the learned class--notably the only notable 

characters in Jekyll and Hyde--in order to justify the segregation of disparate classes. This line of 

thinking is largely what underscores work of the likes of Lombroso: self-acclaimed scientists 

seeking to characterize and exclude the outgroups of society. In some ways, Hyde is to Jekyll as 

Lombroso is to Darwin, as he is an embodiment of polluted intentions infecting a previously 

scientific field with an intention that fundamentally misunderstands the nature of deviance. 

Body Horror and Humanity Reconsidered in The Island o(Dr. Moreau 

Of all of the nineteenth century Gothic horror novels, perhaps none are as overtly 

Darwinian as H.G. Wells's 1896 novel The Island of Dr. Moreau. Despite its brevity, Moreau 

makes extensive use of Darwinian principles and post-Darwinian criminology to create a 

landscape populated by nightmarish threats to the human identity. Before considering the 

scientific overtones of the novel, however, it is useful to observe the particular way in which 

Wells horrifies, which is largely thanks to his use of what Julia Kristeva terms "primal 

abjection." In its depiction of intermingled animal identities, Wells's novel makes deft use of the 

anxiety of the atavistic. On Moreau's island, the imminent danger of devolution is a constant 

threat to the concept of self that keeps the born-human characters categorically separate from 

their animalian counterparts. Wells's work is an exceptional instance ofKristeva' s concept of the 

abject in relation to primal repression, insofar as Prendrick is constantly beset by ineffable, 
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visceral reactions triggered by the abnormal natures of the island's inhabitants. Kristeva argues 

that the boundary of the abject "notifies us of the limits of the human universe," and in the case 

of the "limit of primal repression," the human reaction is "intrinsically corporeal," characterized 

by "repugnance, disgust, [and] abjection" (11). As such, the abjection experienced upon 

realization of one's own shared origins with that which inspires disgust and condemnation is 

especially powerful. In "those fragile states where man strays on the territories of animal" (12), 

he is most sensitive to the power of the abject, and he is thereby thrown headlong into a sense of 

self-annihilation and dread. 

The title of the novel itself suggests the moribund nature of the novel, "Moreau" being a 

slight variant on the french mourir and the Latin mori, both suggesting death and dying. Like 

Dracula and Frankenstein, The Island of Dr. Moreau begins with a narrative of travel and makes 

use of the trope of the agent of change coming from the sea to set the stage for the introduction 

of the makings of a horror story. This image carries particular weight, given the fact that the sea 

is the hypothesized origin of our ancestors2 and of life itself. Like our early single-celled 

ancestors, Prendrick the protagonist is lost at sea until he is eventually carried to a mysterious 

island where the transmutation of species occurs at an alarming rate. 

Prendrick is immediately introduced to animal-human hybrid characters, beginning with 

M'Ling, a "complex trophy of Moreau's skill, a bear, tainted with dog and ox, and one of the 

most elaborately made of all the creatures" (63). M'Ling and Montgomery, Moreau's alcoholic 

physician assistant, introduce Prendrick to the island and its unusual inhabitants, withholding the 

nature of these natives until Prendrick ultimately works things out for himself. After a harrowing 

2 "At a still earlier period the progenitors of man must have been aquatic in their habitats for the morphology plainly 
tells us that our lungs consist of a modified swim bladder which once served as a float" (Darwin, The Descent of 
Man 188). 
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chase, escape, and ultimately surrender, Prendrick sits down with Moreau and Montgomery to be 

told of all the island's secrets. Moreau reveals that he has used the island as a refuge from society 

where he can practice his experimental humanizing vivisection on animals. Prendrick reacts with 

horror to these "Monsters manufactured" (52): "Could the vivisection of men be possible? The 

question shot like lightning across a tumultuous sky. And suddenly the clouded horror of my 

mind condensed into a vivid realisation of my danger" (37).3 Moreau attempts to put him at ease, 

asserting that these "triumphs of vivisection" (52) are studies in "the plasticity of living forms" 

(53), and not simply instances of cruel, unusual torture. When Prendrick questions Moreau about 

his "justification for inflicting all this pain" (54), Moreau counters with an argument that pain is 

a brute sign of retrogressive animalism: 

For it is just this question of pain that parts us. So long as visible or audible pain turns 
you sick, so long as your own pains drive you, so long as pain underlies your propositions 
about sin, so long, I tell you, you are an animal, thinking a little less obscurely what an 
animal feels. (54) 

He even goes so far as to suggest that, since there are living beings without the need for 

pain, humanity may reach an evolutionary state at which pain is no longer biologically 

necessary: 

With men, the more intelligent they become, the more intelligently they will see after 
their own welfare, and the less they will need the goad [of pain] to keep them out of 
danger.. .I never yet heard of a useless thing that was not ground out of existence by 
evolution sooner or later. Did you? (55) 

Perhaps Moreau's theories on pain suggest the painful and unfeeling means by which natural 

selection occurs. Whatever his reasoning may be, this instance and others, such as his claim on 

3 L Interestingly, this most horrific moment in the novel falls at odds with Radcliffe's concept of horror. The setting 
of the novel leading up to this point, with the shadows, island setting, and ominous animal cries in the night suggests 
a sublime inclination for terror to be beheld. And yet, Prendrick's reaction is clearly that of horror. 
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the "plasticity" of biol~gy, are clearly manipulations of Darwinian logic; in his attempt to 

manipulate natural evolutionary processes, his crimes are doubly offensive. Moreau upsets 

earlier sensibilities clinging to the perceived natural order of humans and beasts as well as the 

more contemporary Darwinian understanding of Nature as the driving force behind biological 

mutability. Moreau assumes the role of both the theistic and secular gods. 

Just as Victor Frankenstein's work is blasphemous twice-over, both in the face of 

scientific contemporaries and religious sensibilities, Moreau's transgressions are a double-edged 

sword. His assumption of a god-like status is reaffirmed by the "Law" that he teaches his island's 

inhabitants. When Prendrick discovers the cove of rejected experiments living in caves, he 

witnesses their recitation of the Law: 

Not to go on all-fours; that is the Law. Are we not Men? 
Not to suck up Drink; that is the Law. Are we not Men? 
Not to eat Fish or Flesh; that is the Law. Are we not Men? 
Not to claw the Bark of Trees; that is the Law. Are we not Men? 
Not to chase .other Men; that is the Law. Are we not Men? (43) 

As Moses recites God's commandments to the Israelites, the Sayer of the Law communicates 

Moreau's will to the beastfolk. Though the Sayer is the primary prophetic figure, the Ape-Man is 

leads the recitation of the Law. The Ape-Man's simian aspects confers a degree of added 

humanity, reliant upon the Darwinian supposition of apes' and humans' common ancestor (The 

Descent of Man, 4), but the Sayer's animal origins are notably unspecified. Perhaps, like the 

book of Leviticus, the Ape-Man reads the law of their god like a high priest, and the Sayer stands 

as the more prophetic figure, a harbinger of supernatural tidings above the ritual recitation of the 

Law. Likewise, Kristeva posits a conceptualization of Levitus that predicates around adhering to 

"logical conformity" (Powers of Horror 98). Departure from this instruction constitutes 
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abjection, and for the same reasons that Israelites are horrified at the uncleanliness implicit in the 

antithesis of the law, so too are the islanders who keep Moreau's Law. In conjunction with the 

abjection of deviance from the Law, horror takes root in Moreau's transgressions as well. In his 

assumption of the role of deity, the Doctor goes beyond Darwin's aims. Whereas Darwin simply 

describes the natural forces undergirding evolution, Moreau takes full control; like Moses 

striking a stone in the desert, he pays the ultimate price for his presumption. 

Given his god-like status, Moreau's death implies a paradigm shift for the inhabitants of 

the island much like that of their nineteenth century readers. Following the upheaval of the 

manbeasts and their collective descent into various degrees of savagery, Prendrick takes on a 

Christ-like status in an attempt to maintain some semblance of order until he can escape the 

island. The Ape-Man, with no God figure, asks "Is there a Law now? .. .ls he dead indeed?" To 

which Prendrick asserts that "he is not dead ... he has changed his shape ... he can watch you" (80) 

from his new station in the sky. The Ape-Man and Grey Thing accept this for a time, and refer to 

Prendrick as "Man who walked in the Sea," conferring onto him a Christ-like status. The death 

of Moreau inspires Prendrick's impromptu theodicy and sets Prendrick up as a parodical Christ 

figure, a messiah to an. island of atrophied souls, stooping closer and closer to their quadrupedal 

forms.Sooner or later, all of the manbeast islanders descend back into semi-lucid animalian 

states, abandoning any semblance of humanity that Moreau's brutal procedures gave them. This 

collective devolution is a compelling allegory for the way in which, in a Western society 

constantly drifting away from a structured chain ofbeing, humanity's animalian underpinnings 

are more and more obvious. 
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Though the born-humans are clearly set apart from the physiological converts, they begin 

to portray animalistic behaviors as well. Prendrick's reactions to the beastmen he meets are 

markedly animalian. In his first meeting with the islanders, "there was something in their 

faces ... that gave [him] a spasm of disgust" (17), the very same spasmodic response cited in 

Darwin's Expressions. Even the characters supposedly above the throes of forced evolution are 

subject to Darwinian responses in the face of extreme stimuli. The ineffability of Prendrick's 

disgust also parallels the Londoners' reactions to Hyde, later clarified to be responses to his 

simian build and atavistic features. Beyond simple emotive response, Prendrick begins to exhibit 

even more animal characteristics when confronted by the stalking leopard man: "Setting my 

teeth hard I walked straight towards him. I was anxious not to show the fear that seemed chilling 

my backbone" (30). This reaction follows Darwin's analysis of human reactions as well as the 

beast-men's own behaviors, suggesting that the devolution into barbarism is not limited to 

Moreau's patients. As animal behavior emerges from true humans as well as man-beast 

experiments, Wells presents an internalized form of atavistic devolution that is less 

straightforward, and consequently more horrifying. 

In an age beyond the comfort of divine hierarchy, the basic premise behind The Island of 

Dr. Moreau is symptomatic of Cesare Lombroso's attempts to classify and typify the criminal 

man in the late nineteenth century. Though these efforts are laughable by current standards, his 

reasoning was widespread at the time and took considerable hold of the scientific community in 

the following years. Wells, a student of"Darwin's Bulldog," T.H. Huxley (Batchelor, HG. Wells 

164), the very same Huxley who faced Wilberforce in the Oxford Debates of 1860, clearly 

displays thinking akin to that of Lombroso. Though Prendrick--also a self-proclaimed student of 
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Huxley's (19)--notes an "Indefinable queerness of the deformed"(22) island population, he 

wastes no time in describing them in detail so explicitly overlapping with Lombroso that one 

wonders if the two authors weren't sharing notes. Prendrick notes a beastman "With a black 

negroid face ... Lank arms, long thin feet and bow legs (17-18). In direct parallel, Lombroso notes 

that "One of the most striking and frequent anomalies exhibited by criminals is the excessive 

length of the arms ... [the nose] with a flattened, negroid character in thieves ... [and] an unusual 

development of a protuberance on the head of the femur where it articulates with the pelvis ... [a] 

distinctly atavistic character ... connected with the position of the hind-limb in quadrupeds" 

(Lombroso, Criminal Man 15-20). Lombroso even directly names Darwin as he describes ears 

"with a protuberance on the upper part of the posterior margin (Darwin's tubercle), a relic of the 

pointed ear characteristic of apes" (14-15), not unlike one of the first men Prendrick meets who 

"had pointed ears, covered with a fine fur" (22). 

To recognize the absurdity of suggesting that humanity can be judged and quantified 

through a catalogue of anatomical variations, we need only to consider Diogenes's plucked 

chicken. From a contemporary perspective, the comparison of work like Lombroso's and Wells's 

accentuates the silliness of ascribing humanity to a code of physical characteristics, but this line 

of thought was considered to be a bona fide field of scientific inquiry at the time. Like Dr. 

Moreau, these academics took earlier Darwinian insight and carried it forward into fields of 

study that were not as clearly naturalist, but rather served their own prerogatives. Unlike Moreau, 

however, their work was not done on an isolated island away from the judgement of the common 

eye; rather it was lauded as contributing literature that would ultimately culminate into the 

dangerous eugenics of the early and mid 20th century. Ironically, Darwin's work which inspired 
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horror in its overturning of earlier frameworks of thought eventually manifests in later nineteenth 

century literature that shows the early signs of the misguided and oppressive eugenics which we 

serve to horrify contemporary audiences. 

Conclusion 

The downstream consequences of Darwin's theory on natural selection and the origins of 

species have remained tangible, even beyond the sesquicentennial of the publication On the 

Origin of Species. A close examination of the earlier philosophical and societal precedent prior 

to the nineteenth century provides a touchstone by which the truly revolutionary nature of 

Darwin's work can be measured. In particular, the Elizabethan reliance on a great chain of.being 

illustrates earlier eras' belief in an essentialist scaffolding underlying the perceived organization 

of their observable universe. It is no wonder, then, that work like Darwin's, which so clearly 

threatens the basic premises behind this scaffolding, would inspire intense and evident resistance. 

In particular, by suggesting that the presumed structuring of species into preconceived higher and 

lower orders and the view "that each species has been independently created ... [are] erroneous" 

(On the Origin of Species 13), Darwin's publications threaten to collapse a framework of thought 

that centuries of Western thinkers have held as irrefutable. It is no wonder, then, that these 

theories should be met with reactionary horror, and that, like so many other human experiences, 

that horror should manifest in great works of literature. 

Frankenstein, Dracula, The Curious Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, and The Island of 

Dr. Moreau owe their efficacy largely to the capacity of the Darwinian reconsideration of being 

to inspire novel, imaginative expressions of the horror it provokes. Kristeva supposes that "all 

literature is probably a version of the apocalypse that seems to be rooted ... on the fragile 



51 

border ... where identities (subject/object, etc.) do not exist or only barely" (207), and Darwin's 

work deals almost exclusively in such borders; in Origin, Darwin addresses all organisms in a 

collective group, drawing into question even the premise of species, for which "No one 

definition has as yet satisfied all naturalists" (43). These works of nineteenth Gothic horror 

inspired by Darwin break down the necessary distinction for earlier schools of thought by 

incorporating incongruous scientific principles into settings that depend on the very systems 

those principles violate. Be it Frankenstein's Ingolstadt or Harker's, Jekyll's and Moreau's 

Londons, the settings of these novels reject the monsters they conceive of, and in doing so, 

provide fertile ground for abjection: "dark revolts of being . . . [that] cannot be assimilated" 

(Kristeva, Powers of Horror 1). Ultimately, the contemplation of this interplay between 

structures and their antagonists reveals a constant tension and dialogue between old and new. In 

the case of the supernatural in nineteenth century Gothic horror, science and art coalesce to form 

an existential chimera birthed from the anxiety of the atavistic. 
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