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ABSTRACT

A THEORETICAL STUDY OF

THE PHENOMENON OF HORROR IN ENGLISH LITERATURE
Juan José Rubio de Urquia

A speculative theory of the phenomenon of horror
in literature is_offeréd to accouﬂt_for the pature,r
use and value of horror in English literature.

Three major elements must be present for the devel-
opment of the phenomenon of horror in a text: (1) The
metaphysical elements: elements of the extraordinary,
from the unusual to the supernatural; and commonplace
elements, forming the habituél experience_of a character
in the féxt; (2) the dramatic-eiements, through which
the character's reaction to the conflict between both
alternatives is expressed; (3) the conditional element
of rejection, qualifying the character's dramatic reaction
-to the potential transformation of his habitual experience.

Based on this general definition four categories
of horror are formulated. Within each, selected examples
‘from the body of English literature are used to illustrate
the principle behind horror in literature.

The place of horror im English literature is further
examined through general discussions about its historical
backgréund and about its critical status in respect to

other non-mimetic modes.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Horror and the Phenomenon of Horror

The purpose of this study is to shed light on the
nature, use and value of horror in literature. A spec-
ulative theory of horror in literature is offered to
account for (1) the creative origin of horror: what are
the elements producing it; (2) the mechanism of horror:
how it is intensified; and (3) the use and value of hérror:
how and to what extent does it interpret both literature
and reality.

The theory of horror in literature offered here
is based on‘a controvérsy present both in literature and
in life: what happens when a doubt arises about the famil-
iar reality of everyday experience,_and what are the con-
sequeﬁ;es stemming from the dilemma that the 1ite;ary
expression of this doubt creates. We suggest that one
of the ways of exploring this dilemma in literature is
through the creation of a phenomenon of horror. Con-
sequently, we shall not only be concerned with the empi- .
rical study of the elements forming the phenomenon of
ho¥ror in a teéxt, but also with the deductive interpreta-
tion of the génesis and evolution of those elements

throughout literature.
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Before introducing our definition of horror, it
would perhaps be worthwhile to discuss some aspects
.of the term 'horror‘ and some approaches to its literary
manifestation.

When we invoke the term 'horror' regarding something
we have just experienced--lived, or read--we are usually
describing the sensation of shock and aversion that it
has elicited in us. And if it is possible for us to
apply the term 'horror' to an experience without necessari-
ly referring to our subjective reaction; it is because
of certain signals that denote the potential in the
incident for eliciting the sensation.

Despite the many attempts that have been made to
differentiate between 'horror' and 'terror' (where, for
example, either one would be elicited by physical and
the other by supernatural causes; or where an element of
'disgust' would perhaps be associated with 'horror',
but not with 'terror'), the meanings of the words themselves
do not allow for cleér—cuf differentiafion.

In Klein's Etymological Dictionary of the English

Language (1966 edition), we are told that the noun 'horror’

comes from the accusative of horror, horrorem, 'bri-

stling; rudeness, roughness, shaking, trembling;" which
is derived from the verb horrere, '"to stand on end,

bristle, shake, shudder, shiver, tremble." Similarly,

'terror' derives from the accusative of terror, terrorem,
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"great fear,.alarm,” énd in turn from terrere, "té frighten."
But terrere itself, under the édjective 'terrible', is
shown fo stand for terséyo and to be descendent from
the common root of 0ld Indian trasate, ''trembles;'" Avestic
tarshta, "feared,s revered," tevesgiti, Mis afraid ofi;!
Gk;’tééﬁi&/(for trasein); "to tremble, to flee;" Lithuanian

trisd, triseti,. "to tremble," etc.,.

The elements of 'fear' and 'alarm' present in the
definition of 'terror' seem to indicate that the (terrified)
individual is-not totally possessed by the experience:
though rudely shaken, he is alerted and able to flee.
'Horror', on the other hand, seems to lack any such
escape-valves: it tends to describe that moment in exXper-
ience when the individual is totally overcome, incapacitated,
or paralyzed.

However, it seems evident that both words tend to

describe a subjective reaction of the kind expressed by

the common verb 'to tremble'. To differentiate them
on the basis of the outer stimulus responsible for the re-
action 1s to ﬁass from a strict definition of the noun to
a speculative theory of the phenomenon; from a subjective
expression of feeling, to an objective theory.about an
observed phenomenon; from 'literature' to 'criticism'.

Let us consider some definitions: "Dennis Wheatley
holds that terror is experienced in the face of a physical

danger only, while the word 'horror' conveys fear of the

supernatnral. . . HoP. Eoveeratt maintains that only
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the term 'horror' is applicable in the tale of the Super—
natural. Bor?s Karloff . . . thinks that horror is awakened
by gruesome physicai realities such as scenes of murder
and of sadism, while terror is the feeling we experience
iﬁ the presence of ghostly things. Algernon Blackwood . .
is is complete agreement with this view." Penzoldt,
agreeing with Karlbff's definition, says: "obviously
it is the first emotion [horror] we experience when confronted
with some physical ébomination,.while the second definition
well describes that dread which only supernatural terrors
can inspife.”l

On the other hand, McNally and Florescu, in agreement
“with Wheatly and Lovecraft, but in complete disagreement
with Karloff and Penzoldt, state that "terror is the extreme
rational fear of some accepted.form of reality, whereas

horror is the extreme irrational fear of the utterly

unnatural or the supernatural."2
Northrop Frye introduces the word 'fear' in his
definitions, calling '"terror' '"fear at a distance,"

and 'horror' "fear at contact;'" and he defines "ultimate

1Peter Penzoldt, The Supernatural in Fiction

(London: Peter Nevill, 1952), p.9.

2Raymond T. McNally and Radu Florescu, In Search of

‘Dracula: A True History of Dracula and Vampire Legends

(New York: Warner Books, 1976), p-.155.
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horror" as occurring "when the potential passes forever

into the actual.”l Devendra Varma, in The Gothic Flame,

comments at length on the nature of horror as opposed tb
terror, generally agreeing with Penzoldt's differentiation
on the basis of physical and psychological causes: '"the
difference between Terror and Horror is the difference
between awful apprehension and sickening realization:

between the smell of death and stumbling against a corpse."2
Some literary uses of the words seem to justify

this differentiation between terror and horror: 'who
" shall conceive the horrors of my secret toil, as I dabbled
among the unhallowed damps of the grave, or tortured
—the—tiving armmmat—to-animate-thelifeless clay?"S;
"] turned . . . and saﬁ Dorian Gray for the ‘first time.

A curious sensation of terror came over me.”4 Never-
theless, throughout the works of these and other writers,
such as Poe, LeFanu, Maturin and Lovecraft, no sﬁch

P

1Northrdp Frye, Anatomy'of Criticism (New York: Atheneum,

1968), pp. 37, 213.

2DeVendra Varma, The Gothic Flame (London: A. Barker,

1957), p.130.

3Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (London: J.M. Dent & Somns

Ltd., 1970), p.48.

4Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray (London: Oxford

Univ. Press, 1974), p.16.






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































