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‘Quitting the Plain and Useful Path of History and Fact’: Early Irish Gothic and the Literary 

Marketplace 

Christina Morin 

 

This tale reminds us, without any great pleasure, of Mrs. Radcliffe’s romances. In Clermont, 

mystery is heaped upon mystery, and murder upon murder, with little art, and great 

improbability. This writer, indeed, claims murders as her forte; for, not content with such as 

are connected with the story, she details three instances at considerable length as episodes. 

We have also the usual apparatus of dungeons, long galleries, clanking chains and ghosts, and 

a profusion of picturesque description which, though it displays some merit, serves only to 

interrupt the narrative.  

Review of Clermont, Critical Review, 1798  

 

More Ghosts would have been superfluous in the present state of novel-writing, had not the 

author of this work conjured up her ghosts with a view of dissipating the horrors, lately 

excited in the tender breast of many a boarding-school miss, by the more artful and terrific 

dealers in the article. The ghosts in this piece are rather cunning than terrible; and they add 

considerably to our entertainment. 

Review of More Ghosts!, Critical Review, 1798 

 

Appearing just a month apart in the Critical Review, the assessments of Irish-authored gothic 

romances quoted above aptly summarise the general critical view of 1790s ‘terror fiction’.  Either it 

imitates the works of others, namely Ann Radcliffe (1764-1823) or Matthew Lewis (1775-1818), or it 

combats the pernicious tendencies of their works and popular romance more generally. Such 

evaluations reflect what Lucy Newlyn terms ‘the anxiety of reception’ inspired by the Romantic 

period’s newly emergent, newly democratised print sphere and the associated drive, particularly 

within the male critical establishment, to institute categories of ‘high’ and ‘low’ literature that 

effectively marginalised largely female-authored forms of popular fiction, including the gothic 

romance (1). In the discourse surrounding authorship, its professionalisation, and the quality of 

material produced by a rapidly expanding body of writers, critics stridently proclaimed their opinions 

in the pages of ‘the Reviews’, which, as Megan Peiser notes, swiftly ‘emerged as authoritative judges 

of literary merit’ (125).1 That both of the novels referenced above – Regina Maria Roche’s Clermont 

(1798) and Mrs. F. C. Patrick’s More Ghosts! (1798) – were published by the Minerva Press is 

significant, as William Lane’s industrious firm was a particular source of concern for critics. ‘[T]he 
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greatest manufacturer and distributor of Gothic novels of [the] age’, in Frederick S. Frank’s terms 

(qtd. in McLeod 60), Minerva published one-third of all new novels in the period between 1790 and 

1820 (Peiser 124). Its particular association with gothic romance was crystallised in the 1790s, as the 

press began to focus more exclusively on the popular fiction for which it very quickly became 

infamous.2 Its dominant status in the publication of Irish gothic fiction is clear: of the 16 gothics 

published by Irish authors in the period from 1790-99, half (8) were originally published by Minerva. 

The other half (8) were published by a number of different presses: J.J. Robinson (1), T. J. Evans (1), J. 

Haly (1), J. Connor (1), H. Long (1), J. Bell (2), and R. Crutwell (1). At least one of these latter novels – 

Roche’s The Maid of the Hamlet (London: H. Long, 1793) – was also later re-printed by the Minerva 

Press (1800).3 

 The prominence of the Minerva Press in the publication of 1790s Irish-authored gothic 

romance invites further consideration. In fact, Minerva acts as a synecdoche for gothic literary 

production across the British Isles in the Romantic period. This is particularly the case in the 1790s, a 

period that, as Robert Miles has persuasively argued, marks both the ‘effulgence’ of gothic and its 

rapid evolution as writers across the four nations responded to social, political, and cultural 

developments (41-62). Sneering assessments of Minerva fictions provide an accurate sense of the 

general critical view of gothic literature, an opinion that has tended to be perpetuated in 

contemporary literary criticism. The original genre fiction, gothic romances of the period are still 

marked by their late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century positioning as sub-literary. Although 

Gothic Studies is and has been for several decades a vibrant and respected field of intellectual 

inquiry, challenges associated with the perceived deficiencies of gothic fiction remain, functioning as 

what Chris Baldick and Robert Mighall wryly term the ‘curse’ of gothic scholarship: 

 

The derisive laughter with which William Wordsworth greeted the romances of Ann Radcliffe 

has echoed down the ages, to the discomfort of most scholars of Gothic studies, who have 

been obliged either to accept the scornful verdict of criticism upon the deficiencies of 

Walpole, Radcliffe, Lewis, Maturin and their followers, or to devise special strategies to annul 

its malediction. Until the 1930s, most accounts of Gothic fiction were modestly content to 

admit that the Gothic was an undistinguished curiosity of literary evolution, which 

nonetheless merited some scholarly treatment of its sources, influences, biographical contexts 

and generic features (209).  

 

The academic ‘defiance’ of modern gothic scholarship has produced a dizzying array of re-

evaluations of Romantic-era gothic (Baldick and Mighall 209). However, as is suggested by Franz 
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Potter’s study of gothic publishing, ‘trade gothic’ such as that associated with Minerva continues to 

suffer from processes of canonisation both within and outside the field of Gothic Studies that 

maintain its marginalisation. Judged as different in kind from ‘art’ or ‘canonical’ gothic, Potter 

indicates, these works are seen to lack the ‘high-reaching artistic achievemen[t]’ of fiction by 

Walpole, Radcliffe, Shelley, and Maturin (The History of Gothic Publishing 1). They therefore remain 

comparatively overlooked in the literary historiography of Romantic-era gothic production, 

emphasising the critical tendency, already outlined in the introduction to this collection, to take 

exceptions as the rule, thus leading to a myopic view of both gothic and Irish gothic literature.    

  In Irish literary history, the problem of scholarly neglect of Romantic gothic fiction has been 

compounded by conventional views of Irish Romanticism as typified by the national tale and its 

‘allied genres’ (Burgess). Attention to these forms has worked further to side-line gothic in late-

eighteenth and early-nineteenth Ireland, as indicated by the still common tendency to identify Irish 

gothic almost exclusively with Sheridan Le Fanu, Bram Stoker, and Oscar Wilde.4 Recent scholarship 

has begun to overturn such views, facilitated by the increasing accessibility of archival material, 

which has enabled a growing recognition of the rich variety of eighteenth-century Irish gothic 

literature. As a corollary, we now have available a lengthy – and lengthening – bibliography of 

forgotten texts to re-integrate into our histories of Irish ‘first-wave’ gothic. Rather than chase further 

examples of overlooked Irish gothic – as almost certainly there are – this chapter recovers to view 

Irish gothic literary production of the final decade of the eighteenth century. Considering the ways in 

which these fictions – several of them Minervas – adapt, re-shape, and complicate the literary 

models now traditionally associated with Radcliffe, Lewis, Godwin, and other now canonical 

gothicists, it subjects to scrutiny the critical tendency to dismiss Irish gothicists as mere imitators. 

Writers such as Roche, Patrick, James White, Anna Milliken, and Stephen Cullen, it seeks to 

demonstrate, never simply attempted to cash in on the popular and critical successes of more 

respected contemporaries while supplying the undiscriminating reading masses with the ‘cheap 

thrills’ they demanded. Instead, their works engage in a lively and sophisticated exchange of ideas by 

way of a serious and knowing, if sometimes playful, literary conversation that undermines the 

conventional divides of nation, gender, and genre. They thus help break down the distinctions 

between ‘high’ and ‘low’ literature that continue to shape our understanding of this period. 

Furthermore, the works discussed here demonstrate that Irish writers were central to the 

development of a vivid Anglophone gothic culture in the 1790s, even if they failed to achieve the 

‘literary capital’ that Radcliffe, Lewis, and other prominent gothicists now enjoy (Casanova 17).  
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 ‘Addicted to Gothic Romance’: History, Politics, and the Meaning of ‘Gothic’ 

The earliest Irish gothics in the period are examples of what Montague Summers called ‘historical 

gothic’ (153-201), including James White’s The Adventures of John of Gaunt (1790) and The 

Adventures of King Richard Coeur-de-Lion (1791), and Anna Milliken’s Corfe Castle (1793) and Eva; an 

Old Irish Story (1795). Taking their cue from earlier gothic-historical works such as Thomas Leland’s 

Longsword (1762), these works adopt English or Irish historical figures and settings in order to 

explore the politics of the past and their bearing on present-day England and Ireland. They also 

reveal a keen awareness of the contemporary marketplace and their need to position themselves 

within it. In the preface to Corfe Castle, for instance, Milliken emphasises the historical nature of her 

tale, already hinted at by her subtitle ‘Historic Tracts’: 

 

To the critic I beg leave to declare that I am conscious it has many faults, some of which were 

committed through the timidity attendant on a first essay, and others in avoiding that too 

general fault of novels, the insipid tedium of love scenes; and yet endeavouring to enliven by 

invention the cold historic facts which form its basis, and which can alone recommend it to the 

notice of the world, now so improved as to look with contempt on those light compositions 

which were formerly read by the  younger part of both sexes with eagerness and pleasure. 

(i:xii) 

 

Victoria Ravenwood highlights the deliberate nature of this deferential authorial stance. Writers 

such as Milliken and Anna Maria Mackenzie, whose 1791 novel, Danish Massacre: an Historic Fact, 

bears a similar subtitle as Corfe Castle and focuses, like it, on the reign of Ethelred the Unready (r. 

978-1013, 1014-16), Ravenwood argues, ‘were aware of the transgressive plot content of their 

works and therefore use the term “historic” as a form of defence and/or a disguise’ (63). Unlike 

Sophia Lee, who had proposed in the preface to The Recess (1783-5) that history required the 

addition of romance to humanise cold fact,5 Milliken purposely distanced herself from romance and 

its association with the ‘light’ and ephemeral fictions of the popular press, perhaps in response to 

the mixed reviews Lee had received.6 The strategy seemed to pay off for Milliken. Despite the 

repeated intrusion of romance in the form of the supernatural, including ‘the shade’ of Edward – 

King Ethelred’s half-brother – demanding revenge for his assassination (Milliken 2:98), Corfe Castle 

was praised for being unlike contemporary ‘fashionable’ novels, which were seen to stir up 

unseemly passions and encourage indecorous behaviour (Review of Corfe Castle 366). ‘We 

congratulate the county of Cork on the production of a novelist, whose good sense and ingenuity 



 
 

32 
 

reflect credit on her natal soil’, wrote the reviewer for Anthologia Hibernica (ibid.). Particularly 

notable about Corfe Castle was the ‘refined and cultivated understanding, and a style correct and 

nervous’ evident throughout (ibid.).  

Several years later, Mrs. F. C. Patrick similarly rejected an association with romance in her 

preface to The Jesuit (1799):  

 

To those who look upon this as a romance, and the characters (particularly such as are not 

mentioned in the common histories of the times) as fictitious, I protest that I have with great 

diligence searched records, read old leases, and perused old chronicles, by which means I am 

enabled to declare that there is not one name or character in the book that did not really 

exist. (1:xvii)  

 

The narrative that Patrick delivers is presented as a found manuscript recounting the first person 

confession of the novel’s anti-hero, Anthony Babington. In this, it plays on Walpole’s ruse in The 

Castle of Otranto (1764). Where, however, the second edition of that novel revealed the 

spuriousness of its claims to actual ‘Gothic’ story – that is, a genuinely old tale – The Jesuit insists on 

its authenticity. ‘I acknowledge that there are a few circumstances related different from what are 

found in Hume, Rapin, Echard, &c.’, the ‘editor’ remarks, ‘but I appeal to any person of common 

understanding, whether that is not rather a proof of my veracity; since were I the contriver of this 

story, (which I have not talents for) I should have crawled serviley after those who have gone before 

me’ (Patrick, The Jesuit 1: x). Patrick’s comments simultaneously construct her tale as historically 

accurate and signal an attentiveness to the accusations of imitation levelled at writers of gothic 

romance. At the same time, they exploit the romance to maintain readers’ interest and indict 

historiography, not prose fiction, as unoriginal. 

In contrast to both Patrick and Milliken, Dublin-born James White unashamedly professed 

himself a writer of gothic romance, distinguishing himself from his peers both by his perfect ease 

with the genre and by a complete lack of interest in enforcing distinctions between fact and fiction, 

historiography and romance. In his introductory remarks to The Adventures of King Richard Coeur-

de-Lion (1791), for example, White emphatically underscores contemporary understandings of the 

term gothic and its connection to chivalric romance, justifying to his readers his decision to ‘[treat] 

of the achievements of ancient chivalry’ and describe ‘marvellous occurrences … characters and 

callings … unknown to [the] modern day’ (1:iv). Noting that ‘the task of delineating the follies of the 

present times … [is] already in better hands’ – those of Frances Burney – he has chosen ‘to explore 

the remote doings of antiquity to show life, as life was, in those heroic days, and evince that our 
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forefathers were as foolish as we are ourselves’ (White 1: xiv). ‘To this end’, he writes, ‘I have 

addicted myself to Gothic romances’ (ibid.). Here, White demonstrates very clearly an understanding 

of ‘Gothic’ that asserts both a specific literary affiliation – romance versus realism – and an 

investment in examining the past as a method of reviving it and implicitly comparing it to the 

present. These things are unknown in the eighteenth century, White argues, because they have 

‘been swept from the face of the round world, and consigned to a deplorable oblivion’ (ibid.). 

White’s gothic narrative, then, presents itself as a source of historical information and a 

documentation of the continuities between past and present. People ‘in those heroic days’, he 

repeats, were ‘as foolish as we are ourselves’ (ibid.).  

 White’s observations recall the criticism of the second edition of Otranto, the negative 

reception of which contrasted markedly with reviews of the first edition, which was lauded as a 

genuinely ‘Gothic fiction’ that revealed much about an intriguing, albeit barbaric, past (Review of 

The Castle of Otranto, Monthly Review 97-9). The second edition presented an affront both because 

it subjected the critics themselves to ridicule and because it suggested that the present was just as 

bad as the past (Clery 54-5). In contrast to the indignation expressed over Walpole’s merging of 

romance and history, past and present, reviews of King Richard gave voice to benign amusement, if 

also bemusement. Praising the novel as ‘pleasing and entertaining’, in part because of its rejection of 

‘the thread-bare story of old manuscripts’, the Critical Review nevertheless corrected White for 

factual errors: ‘the author seems not to have been aware, that Richard did not return through 

Germany to Antwerp’ (116). The Monthly Review more pointedly remarked on White’s 

‘heterogeneous plan, of combining History with Romance, Chivalry, and burlesque Ridicule: by which 

last ingredient, the Dignity of Heroism is oddly caricatured’ (231). The review nonetheless concluded 

by commending White’s ‘wild and Gothic Romance’ as ‘hav[ing] afforded us a good deal of 

amusement: so that, after much laughing with the writer, and at him, we, on the whole, grew sorry 

to part with him’ (ibid.).7  

Both reviews dwell on the comedic side of King Richard, and that part of the narrative where 

the historical figure of the English sovereign acts as a largely passive cipher through which to 

showcase a series of marvellous tales. One of these concerns ‘the Man of the Face’, who, 

incidentally, bears no small resemblance to Sheridan Le Fanu’s later spectral monkey-seeing curate 

in ‘Green Tea’ (1872). One of the first people that Richard meets as he journeys from his former 

prison in Austria to England, the man of the face describes having suddenly seen a disembodied 

‘face, the eyes of which seemed steadfastly fixed on me, as if they would have penetrated my most 

secret cogitations’ (White 1:32). The ghostly countenance is invisible to all but himself, appearing to 

him every day at a certain hour. He discovers, however, that he can evade the visage by constantly 
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being on the move. He has thus left his home and become a perpetual wanderer, fleeing each 

location after only a day or two of rest. Resolution occurs when the man of the face seeks the 

assistance of a priest, who performs an exorcism that causes the spectre to speak and reveal the 

reason for his haunting presence: the ghost’s ancestors had been dispossessed by those of the man 

of the face. The apparition disappears altogether when the man of the face returns his estates and 

belongings to their rightful owners, becoming a modest cottager in the process but also releasing 

himself from his enforced peripatetic lifestyle. 

Other tales in the first two volumes of King Richard concern more comedic characters than 

‘the Man of the Face’. These include ‘the Knight of the Pitcher’, so named for having gotten his head 

stuck in a large jug of candied fruit, and the Abbess of Heidelberg, who temporarily loses all 47 nuns 

in her charge when, en route to their new abbey, they tie up the sacristan with a lengthy rosary and 

abscond. Conversely, the third volume of the novel registers a much more serious note, as Richard 

returns to England – ‘disorder[ed] and wound[ed]’ owing to the mismanagement of those officials 

Richard has trusted in his absence, Longchamp, Bishop of Ely in particular (ibid. 2:98) – and begins to 

right the wrongs that have occurred while he was away. Much of the third volume consists of a 

lengthy account of Longchamp’s iniquities, his feeble defence of his actions, and the subsequent 

decision to lay his crimes before Richard, rather than allow the matter to be brought to an 

impeachment trial. Having heard the charges against Longchamp, Richard promises to ‘banish from 

his presence the author of their late calamities’ (ibid. 2:164), allowing the novel to conclude with an 

image of peace, prosperity, and rightful rule returned to England.  

The tonal and narratological shift between the second and third volumes of The Adventures 

of King Richard speaks to White’s real political interests. These are minimised, to an extent, by the 

levity of the narrative as a whole, and are more clearly evident in White’s non-fiction, including his 

1788 treatise on slavery, Hints for a Specific Plan for an Abolition of the Salve Trade, and for Relief of 

the Negroes in the British West Indies. Through the extended description of the near impeachment 

of Longchamp, however, as well as the juxtaposition of a poem on the death of Lord Falkland at the 

end of volume two, White asks his readers to extrapolate the political lessons of the narrative to real 

life. Indeed, Longchamp’s examination and defence undoubtedly recalled for readers the trial of 

Warren Hastings, with which White was involved. The novel thus invites a consideration of the 

similarities between past and present, gothic romance and real life. As James Watt argues, ‘The 

pseudo-historical setting of White’s work … allowed explicit criticisms of the present by way of an 

idealizing appeal’ to the past (43). White’s political aim, however, seems not to have registered with 

critics in the same way as Walpole’s did, arguably because of its overt playfulness and lack of 

authorial subterfuge, permitting King Richard to elide the objections raised against Otranto. In this, 
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White’s novel emphasises, as Watt writes, ‘the range of possibilities afforded by romance in the final 

quarter of the eighteenth century’, and suggests White’s centrality to ongoing experimentation with 

literary form and mode that marks the development of gothic in this period (ibid.).  

 

‘Frigid, though Romantic’? Imitation, Parody, and the Redefinition of Authorship 

As the examples of Corfe Castle, The Jesuit, and The Adventures of King Richard Coeur-de-Lion 

suggest, Irish gothicists in the 1790s entered enthusiastically into the conversation set in train by 

Walpole and his stated desire to re-introduce ‘fancy’ to modern literature (9). Their texts interrogate 

how authors might balance fact and fiction, history and romance within the pages of imaginative 

literature in a way that does not offend but still manages to excite. They thus contribute to a dialogic 

exchange that takes place within the pages of their novels themselves, which subtly respond to each 

other and to the Reviews. Contemporary reviews, in turn, pass judgment, often quite severely, on 

authors who fail to achieve the correct balance, with the parameters of success established and 

negotiated in those same reviews. Much of this understated but no less knowing and notable 

interchange goes unnoticed, both by contemporary reviewers and more recent scholarship alike, as 

does the experimentation with form and style evident in the examples discussed above. The primary 

reason for this, I suggest, is the continued understanding of the majority of 1790s gothic fiction – 

Irish or otherwise – as straightforward imitations or, indeed, plagiarisms of the works of now more 

canonical writers such as Radcliffe and Lewis. Regina Maria Roche provides an excellent case study 

here. Although recognised in the nineteenth century as one of the foremost female novelists of the 

period,8 she nevertheless features in twentieth- and twenty-first century scholarship as little better 

than a Radcliffe-imitator. Modern disregard for Roche reflects the perspective of Romantic-era 

critics, as indicated by the assessment of Clermont (1798) cited in the epigraph of this chapter. 

Dismissed by late-eighteenth century reviewers as hack fiction, Minerva Press publications have 

earned an enduring reputation as unremarkable, except, perhaps, for their poor quality. Yet, as 

Elizabeth Neiman argues, the imitation evident in Minerva fictions such as Clermont is purposeful: 

‘Minerva’s derivative themes are an accidental inheritance that furnishes writers with the language 

to respond to Romantic-era debates, most importantly … Romantic redefinitions of authorship and 

literature’ (633-4).  

 Certainly, in Roche’s Minerva novels, there is a marked ‘literary self-consciousness’, as 

Aileen Douglas describes it: ‘intertextuality, self-reflective commentary, the underscoring of fictional 

tropes, and explicit concern with general issues of representation’ (183). This is perhaps most 

obvious in her later works, including The Tradition of the Castle: or, Scene in the Emerald Isle (1824) 

and The Castle Chapel; A Romantic Tale (1825) (Douglas; Morin 154-95). It is also evident in her 
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works of the 1790s, however, where Roche clearly seeks to position her novels amongst those of her 

contemporaries and contribute her own voice to ongoing debates about authorship, popular fiction, 

and literary value. In both The Children of the Abbey (1796) and Clermont, references to French 

educational and sentimental literature allow Roche subtly to engage with questions of female 

education and reading material. In The Children of the Abbey, for example, the heroine reads Jane 

Dalton’s English translation of Bernardin St. Pierre’s sentimental novel Paul et Virginie (1788; trans. 

1789), reflecting the wider influence of Rousseau and his ideas in the novel, evident from the start 

with Amanda’s paternal education and a childhood spent in ‘[d]omestic bliss and rural felicity’ (5). In 

Clermont, meanwhile, Madeline is described as a Rousseavian child of nature. Placing her in the care 

of his friend, the Countess de Merville, Madeline’s father, Clermont, expresses his hope that she 

might ‘continue the unaffected child of nature’, to whose education he has committed himself for 

the past seventeen years (33). ‘The culture of his daughter’s mind’ has not only taken place in 

complete isolation from society but has also involved a well-rounded course of reading. Madeline is 

said to have both a ‘perfect knowledge of the historian’s record, and [a] just conception of the poet’s 

beauty’ (Roche, Clermont 4, 5). This education, moreover, ‘render[s] her a companion well qualified 

to diversify [Clermont’s] lonely hours’ (ibid. 5), recalling Wollstonecraft’s call in A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman (1792) for a female education that produces, if not equality between men and 

women, at least a sense of shared intellectual acumen.   

Roche’s intertextuality in both The Children of the Abbey and Clermont largely evades direct 

questions of popular literature or gothic romance. It nevertheless cleverly positions these novels 

alongside contemporary writings about female education in order to emphasise the importance of 

well-considered reading for women. It is arguably for this reason – the serious but subtle reflection 

upon female reading and education – rather than their publication by Minerva, that Roche’s novels 

find their way into Austen’s oeuvre. As has often been discussed, The Children of the Abbey is one of 

the ‘horrid novels’ in Northanger Abbey (1818), and Clermont is Harriet Smith’s favourite novel in 

Emma (1817). These references have more often than not been read pejoratively, an indication of 

Austen’s desire to discount and parody popular gothic romance. However, Austen’s allusions to 

Roche’s works function as a sign of the necessity for cultivating a practice of discerning reading, 

though not necessarily to the detriment of Minerva and other popular fictions, as is often believed 

(Butler 172-81). As Michael Sadleir suggestively put it, Austen derived considerable ‘pleasure and 

even profit from the Gothic romance … However ready she may have been publicly to make fun of 

the excesses of a prevailing chic – [she] would in her heart have given to that chic as much credit for 

its qualities as mockery for its absurdities’ (qtd. in Nowak 185).9  
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The complexities of parody evident in Northanger Abbey are also at work in several 1790s 

Irish gothic fictions that embrace the mode as a method of responding to and subtly resisting critical 

objections to popular romance and the associated construction of its authors as mere hack-writers. 

Mrs. F. C. Patrick’s More Ghosts! purposely evokes earlier gothic fictions with its found manuscript 

but subjects the trope to ridicule by the comical nature of its discovery. Unlike the serious and 

scholarly trappings of the manuscript in Otranto – ‘found in the library of an ancient catholic family 

in the north of England’ (5) – the manuscript in More Ghosts! is discovered while the editor is on 

holiday in the country and rescues ‘a bundle of written papers’ from its intended fate as butter 

wrappings (1:i-ii). The narrative that follows is both a cautionary tale against ‘credulity’ that sends up 

the supernatural occurrences of previous gothic fictions, and a serious investigation of the power of 

education for both men and women (ibid. 2: 123). Tom Grey, for instance, is presented as ‘the 

feminized dupe of gothic storytelling’, who must be sent to university to correct his childhood mis-

education, the most notable effect of which is his susceptibility to irrational and overly sensible 

behaviour (Cannon 586). As Mercy Cannon cogently observes, by making Tom into the kind of 

(female) reader feared by critics, Patrick ‘revers[es] gender roles’ in order to ‘[mock] not only the 

established relationship between women and romance but also the pervasive association of 

women’s reading with sexual vulnerability’ (ibid.). Elsewhere in the novel, Patrick explicitly explores 

questions of female reading through the heroine, Mary Morney, who very nearly becomes a ‘female 

philosopher’ after being introduced to the works of ‘Voltaire, Rousseau, Hume, and Gibbon’ (More 

Ghosts! 3: 40). Significantly, these works are ‘presented as much more dangerous than any gothic 

romance’, suggesting the ways in which, for Patrick and later gothic parodists such as her fellow 

Minerva novelist Sarah Green, ‘parody provides a means of deflecting criticism surrounding 

women’s reading and the romance genre, while enabling them to encode cultural critiques that 

escape accusations of radicalism’ (Cannon 591, 581).  

The title of Stephen Cullen’s second novel – The Castle of Inchvally: a tale – Alas! Too true 

(1796) – points to a deployment of parodic humour akin to that found in More Ghosts!. With 

supernatural elements that turn on the spectral appearance of exaggerated and oversized body 

parts accompanied by demonic laughter, The Castle of Inchvally both references Otranto and 

harnesses its latent ‘comic turn’, or, in other words, ‘the excess that induces laughter’ (Horner and 

Zlosnik 325). These over the top supernatural effects, culminating in the appearance of ‘a complete 

human skeleton … composed of fire of various tints’, hover between the terrific and the burlesque, 

underlining both the intensity and the absurdity of feelings surrounding that which they warn 

against: the mixed marriage of the novel’s hero and heroine, Charles Wilmot and Arabella Howard 

(Culler, The Castle of Inchvally 2: 56). In fact, the central concern of The Castle of Inchvally is religious 
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intolerance and bigotry amongst Catholic and Protestant populations in Ireland, the country in which 

the majority of the narrative action is set. The concluding revelation of the trickery behind all the 

apparent ghostly appearances coincides with a reconciliation between all the major Catholic and 

Protestant characters in the novel, a parental approval of the proposed marriage, and a prophetic 

wish that such religious tolerance would soon be a reality in Ireland: 

 

That time, I trust and foresee, will soon arrive … when a true Christian preacher, a bigot to no 

sect, a friend to all, and a scourge to the preachers of dissension, shall arise, and, with the 

splendour of his talents and the purity of his doctrines, crush that system of disunion that has 

made Irishmen slaves – make them unite in one body for the mutual support and vindication 

of their rights, and shew the crooked politician, who divides but to trample on them, that they 

are but one people, and will have but one fate. (ibid. 3: 284) 

 

Combined with explanatory footnotes on Irish customs that anticipate those of Edgeworth’s Castle 

Rackrent (1800), The Castle of Inchvally’s attentiveness to religious divisions in Ireland and its 

attempt to resolve that strife, if only narratologically, anticipates the antiquarian discourse and 

‘Glorvina solutions’ of later national tales.10 In this, it suggests the ways in which Irish writers could 

and did manipulate the gothic to explore national themes that would become more familiar with the 

fiction of the early 1800s and writers such as Edgeworth, Owenson, and Maturin.   

Cullen’s first novel, The Haunted Priory: or, the Fortunes of the House of Rayo (1794), equally 

looks to Otranto with its use of ghostly armour that leads to the novel’s concluding revelations and 

resolution, though in less obviously comedic ways than The Castle of Inchvally. Early in the novel, for 

instance, the Baron sees ‘a golden helmet in which was laid my child, my Alphonso: I suddenly 

grasped the helmet, and snatched the child to my bosom, when looking down, I perceived that the 

helmet falling had killed his father, who lay bleeding in agony on the ground’ (Cullen, The Haunted 

Priory 52-3). Later, Alphonso, the son of the Baron’s ward, Don Isidor de Haro, is frightened by the 

appearance of ‘a figure … far above the common size’ wearing ‘an enormous warlike plume that 

nodded on its helmet’ (ibid. 130). A similar vision, the approach of which is heralded by ‘a violent 

rattling of armour’, appears shortly after to both the Baron de Rayo and Don Isidor (ibid. 161). On 

each of these occasions, the spectre conjures the characters to follow where it leads, allowing key 

discoveries to be made that effect the novel’s eventual resolution.   

Cullen’s use of the device of over-sized ghostly armour undoubtedly recalls Otranto, but it 

does so purposely, asking readers to think about the relationship between the two texts. If the 

‘warlike plume’ and murderous ‘golden helmet’ in The Haunted Priory evoke ‘the enormous helmet, 
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an hundred times more large than any casque … shaded with a proportionable quantity of black 

feathers’ that kills Conrad (Walpole 18), they do so as a manner of calling attention to the 

differences, as much as the similarities, between the texts. In particular, Cullen’s armour plays a 

much more central role in the narrative, with its spectral appearance both signalling that something 

is awry and crucially assisting in righting the wrongs of which it complains. In so doing, it redirects 

the avenging anger that targets an innocent child in Otranto – Conrad – more immediately toward 

the grown man responsible for the current rottenness in the state of Spain: the novel’s villain, 

Punalada. With evidence gathered through the help of the ghost in armour, in fact, Don Isidor and 

the Baron de Rayo convince the king to initiate an investigation of Punalada, prompting a confession 

that reveals his treachery, including the murder of the Baron de Rayo’s son, Gonsalvo, and the 

indictment of the Baron on false accusations of treason. Due to royal involvement, Punalada’s defeat 

is considerably more public than Manfred’s in Otranto: his fortunes are confiscated and re-

distributed, and his title extinguished. Meanwhile, the Baron de Rayo is re-invested with his estates, 

rank, and title. 

 Despite the recognisable, if implicit, intertextual references to Otranto, then, Cullen’s novel 

is far from a servile imitation of Walpole’s. Indeed, aside from the nuances discussed briefly above, 

The Haunted Priory is also remarkable as the first gothic novel set in medieval Spain, anticipating the 

more familiar Spanish scenes in The Monk (1796) and Melmoth the Wanderer (1820). Moreover, 

while The Haunted Priory is all but forgotten today, it was undeniably successful in the Romantic 

period, going through several editions in the final years of the eighteenth century and the first three 

decades of the nineteenth. It was also redacted as The Wandering Spirit, or Memoirs of the House of 

Morno (1802), included in William Hazlitt’s The Romanticist and Novelists Library (1839), and 

adapted for stage as De Rayo; or, the Haunted Priory: A Dramatic Romance (1833) (Potter, 

‘Chapbooks, Pamphlets, and Forgotten Horrors’ 30). Even contemporary critics found it appealing, at 

least to a degree. For its part, the Critical Review dismissed it as a ‘frigid, though romantic’ tale that 

failed to ‘make amends by the graces of fiction for quitting the plain and useful path of history and 

fact’ (468). However, the British Critic found much to admire, particularly in The Haunted Priory’s 

difference from most other novels of the period: ‘The language of this novel is equally free from 

vulgarity and affectation, its sentiments from perversion and immorality. Thus far, more may be said 

in its favour than will be found true of many novels’ (299).  

 

Conclusion 

With these reviews of The Haunted Priory, we return to the issue with which this essay began: 

contemporary reception of 1790s gothics as, essentially, one of two things: imitations unworthy of 
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notice, or original fictions that interest precisely because they combat the pernicious tendencies of 

most other popular romances. Such assessments rely on a homogenising view of popular literary 

production in the period, one that classes all fiction – regardless of individual particularities of 

narrative, theme, or tone – as one thing or another and go hand in hand with Romantic-era attempts 

to police imaginative literature. Recent research has underlined the pervasiveness of these views 

across time. Indeed, one of the principal reasons we no longer read texts such as The Haunted 

Priory, The Children of the Abbey, and More Ghosts!, despite the notable evidence for their deep and 

wide-ranging cultural footprint, is because we replicate Romantic-era views of these novels, often 

without the benefit of a close reading. Although by no means exhaustive, this overview of 1790s 

Irish gothic fiction showcases the real variety and richness of the works produced in this period. Far 

from mere imitations, or, on the other hand, reactive responses to popular fiction, the works 

discussed here evidence a lively culture of debate and exchange in which Irish writers engaged with 

contemporary discourse about authorship and literary value while also reflecting on issues such as 

the relationship between history and fiction, female education, and national identity. With access to 

these texts now made more convenient than ever via digitisation, it is to be hoped that the diversity 

and fullness of 1790s Irish gothic fiction might inspire attentive analyses that re-centre them within 

our historiographies of Romantic-era literary production.     
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Notes 

 
1 ‘The Reviews’ collectively refer to the Monthly Review and the Critical Review.  
2 Before 1790 and the adoption of the branding of ‘Minerva Press’, Lane’s lists were generically diverse and 
included ‘song-books, jest-books, annuals, pamphlets, and books of travel’ as well as romances and novels 
(Blakey 39). This is what Dorothy Blakey refers to as ‘the experimental stage’ of Lane’s publishing endeavours 
(39). It is worth remembering, however, that Lane’s lists remained much more varied than contemporary 
critics allowed, as Deborah Anne McLeod reminds us (13).  
3 For an enumeration of these novels, see Morin 201-11. See also individual author entries in Loeber. 
4 On this critical tendency, see Morin 97-105. 
5 ‘History, like painting only perpetuates the striking features of the mind; whereas the best and worst actions 
of princes often proceed from partialities and prejudices, which live in their hearts, and are buried with them’ 
(Lee 1: unpaginated preface).  
6 See Review of The Recess, Monthly Review and Review of The Recess, Critical Review. The reviews specifically 
noted Lee’s mixture of history and romance, with the Monthly Review expressing disappointment in the 
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combination, preferring the romantic side of the tale, and the Critical Review lauding Lee’s innovation in 
merging the two.  
7 Comparison of the largely positive account of White’s fiction in the Reviews with the much more negative 
reviews of female-authored fictions cited elsewhere in this essay emphasises the often gendered nature of 
critical assessments of Romantic-era popular fiction. While female authorship was sometimes seen by both 
authors and reviewers to demand gentler treatment than male-authored works, the gothic romance’s 
particular association with women, coupled with its domination of the marketplace in the 1790s, invited 
condemnation frequently guided by the author’s gender. See, for instance, McLeod 116-43.       
8 In the mid-nineteenth century, Roche was named ‘a once famous novelist’, who, alongside Radcliffe and 
Isabella Kelly, counted as ‘the rival female novelists of the latter part of the eighteenth and the 
commencement of the nineteenth century’ (Allibone 2: 1844).  
9 Several scholars, including Butler, Mandal, and Nowak, have expanded upon and otherwise developed 
Sadleir’s point, investigating the nuanced reading of popular fiction – including novels produced by the 
Minerva Press – in Austen’s oeuvre.  
10 The ‘Glorvina solution’ refers to the national tale’s allegorical marriage between native Irish and 
English/Anglo-Irish characters and is named after the heroine of Owenson’s The Wild Irish Girl (Tracy 1-22).   


