Discuss the Significance of Women in Gothic Literature - M.W.
The significance of women within Gothic literature varies. Sometimes the women within the Gothic are virtually non-existent, and sometimes women feature highly within the novel, for example within Wuthering Heights, where Cathy I is arguably the catalyst that drives Heathcliff to behave as he does. 

In ‘Paradise Lost’, women are not explicitly part of Books I and II. The frailty of women is of course hinted at, and comes to fruition (lol) when Eve picks the apple from the forbidden tree. However, within books one and two, there is not much hint at the female gender. Whilst we can assume that they are masculine, the devils ‘either sex can assume’, and so arguably the significance of women is seminal within the novel, as the devils can act as women or men. 

Another implicit reference to a women is actually the volcano into which the devils dig to build Pandaemonium. Milton described Pandaemonium with arguably sexualised female images:


“Opening their brazen folds... her ample spaces”

Perhaps Milton is merely referring to the sheer size of the ‘High Capital’ of the devils, but it would make more sense that Milton is deliberately described as the inside of a vagina. By describing Pandaemonium like that, it adds further Sin onto the devils. Perhaps by allying Pandaemonium with a vagina, the puritan Milton is suggesting that it is a sin just for them to come together in congregation, and thus he allies it to rape. Interestingly, that is not the only place that rape occurs. The devils are described as ‘rifling the bowels of their mother earth’ when digging for gold with which to build Pandaemonium, which literally translates as ‘all the devils’ from ancient Greek. The significance, therefore, of the implicit references to women within Paradise Lost is to further exacerbate the evil of the Devils, through allying their digging of Pandaemonium to rape, and the comparison of the congregation hall of the devils to a vagina. 

However, there is one explicit mention of a woman within Paradise Lost, and that is Sin. Sin, although technically a woman, is described as ‘woman only to the waist’, and the rest of her description is exceedingly horrific, as ‘hell hounds... would creep into her womb’. The significance of sin within the poem can be described as two-fold. Firstly, Sin is the only explicit female within the cohort of characters within Books I and II. And, she is raped not only by her father but also by her son. This is perhaps an attempt by Milton to show the extent to which the devils show lust, one of the Seven Deadly Sins. As a puritan, Milton would have strongly believed in the virtue of chastity, and through the subversion of the family unit that is achieved when Satan rapes his daughter and Death his mother, Milton describes how abhorrent he finds the lust of the devils. Secondly, the purpose of Sin is to tempt humanity. The poem describes Sin as being born from Satan’s ‘head’, and therefore there is perhaps some reason to believe that Sin is not a physical devil, but a mental concept, or idea. Satan, within heaven, had the idea to sin first, and he brings that to humanity. Interestingly, we see that if Sin is a mental concept and not a physical one, then it is interesting that Milton, as a man living in a Patriarchial society, equates sin with the feminine, especially considering that the traditional Bible story sees Eve commit the first sin. Overall, though, the purpose of Sin within Paradise Lost, is to show how inverted and against traditional moral values Death and Satan are, which is perhaps a tactic by Milton to get his contemporary audience to turn away from Sin. 

Within ‘Wuthering Heights’, the purpose of Cathy is to bring Heathcliff to his emotional climax, which leads to all of his outbursts of anger and emotion. Cathy, as described by Nelly Dean, is a ‘little witch’, and to an extent this is true. One could argue that she is particularly manipulative, but also very loving. For example, in the chapter where she is describing her love for Heathcliff she exclaims: “Nelly, I AM Heathcliff’. One could perhaps argue that her significance is her is to double with Heathcliff. Doubling is the gothic literary convention of parining two like characters with eachother, for example Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, who compliment eachother’s passions well. However, at other times it seems as though Cathy and Heathcliff are direct opposites. For example, Cathy states, of Heathcliff and Edgar Linton ‘I will break their hearts by braking my own’. Here it seems that Cathy is actually going against Heathcliff. Therefore, it would seem as though the significance of Cathy within the novel is as a catalyst for the emotions of characters such as Heathcliff and Edgar Linton. 

Another character whose significance is important within the novel is Nelly Dean. The narrative is framed through not only Lockwood’s narrative, but also that of Nelly, who tells Mr. Lockwood the story of the heights and the Grange throughout the novel. This is important as it means that the whole story has her take on it. Therefore, she is significant in that she helps to frame the entire narrative. For this reason, she is almost omnipresent within the events of the novel, and, where she is not, the reader has no information. This is a convenient literary device used by Bronte to ensure that there are some events that can take place without the reader’s knowledge, as Nelly Dean can be an unreliable narrator. This unreliability also adds another layer of significance to Nelly’s character, as because she can be an unreliable narrator, there is a layer of confusion that is added to the novel, which adds to the unheimlich and spooky elements of the Gothic that are exacerbated when there is uncertainty as to the true nature of events, for example dreams and visions within the book. Nelly, then, is significant, not only because she frames the narrative and narrates, but because her unreliable narration also adds to the Gothic elements of the novel. 

Within ‘Macbeth’, the most significant woman is Lady Macbeth, who is arguably the reason that Macbeth commits the regicide that forms the crux of the plot in the first place. Interestingly, in order to be a stronger woman, Lady Macbeth seems to shed her feminine aspects, by asking spirits to ‘take my milk for gall’, and to ‘unsex me here’. Perhaps the reason for this is because in the Patriarchal society of the Elizabethan age, women were seen as more caring and maternal, whereas the male figures were the warmongers. However, Lady Macbeth seems not to fit this role. Indeed, she so transgresses against this role that she would ‘dash the brains’ of her newly born baby and would have ’pluck’d my nipple from its boneless gums’ to secure her power. This is a graphic image that completely undermines the idea of a caring motherly role. Therefore, Lady Macbeth is a significant character, not only because she pushes Macbeth to the regicide, but also because she denounces the traditional motherly role in order to further her political ambition. 

Within Macbeth, the witches are arguably also female characters. Although explicitly sexless, and played, in Shakespeare’s day, on stage, by an all-male cast, it was traditionally women drowned and burned for witchcraft in the Elizabethan time. There are allusions to their femininity, for example references to the witches as the ‘sisters’. The witches’ significance is great; they are another catalyst for the main regicide of the play, and it is arguably their will and their desire to meddle with mankind, as is shown when one of the witches describes how she ‘did and did and did’ on board the Tiger, a ship moored in Aleppo. The witches, therefore, are significant as pseudo-female characters because their actions are the catalyst of the play overall.

