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Chills and Thrills: Reading American Gothic 

 
Course Description: 
Most of us have had the experience of paying good money so we can sit in a theatre, watch a film, and 
be terrified. What reward or pleasure is there in being artificially afraid? In this course we will 
investigate the genre of "terror," partly by reading gothic materials themselves and partly by looking at 
a history of explanations of how the gothic works. Our focus in terms of primary texts will be on the 
memorable gothic tales produced by nineteenth and twentieth-century American writers, Edgar Allan 
Poe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Henry James, and H.P. Lovecraft, as well as on gothic films produced in the 
U.S. more recently. Our focus in terms of explanatory models will be, first, on psychoanalytic and 
anthropological models that relate the gothic to the subject's or the culture's repressed or unconscious 
life; second, on constructivist and historicist models that see the gothic as a political structure, and 
third, on cognitive and neurological models that look at the gothic's combining of aesthetic form and 
embodied reader response. In this sense the course will look not just at a certain strand of the gothic 
itself but also at a rough map of twentieth and twentieth-first-century theorizations of the gothic. 

Primary Texts: 

 Nathaniel Hawthorne, "My Kinsman, Major Molineux," "Young Goodman Brown," "The 
Birthmark," "Rappaccini's Daughter" 

 Edgar Allan Poe, "The Raven," "Ligeia," "The Fall of the House of Usher," "The Black Cat," 
"The Tell-Tale Heart," "The Murders in the Rue Morgue," "The Purloined Letter," "The 
Philosophy of Composition" 

 Henry James, The Turn of the Screw 
 H.P. Lovecraft, The Dunwich Horror 
 George Romero, Night of the Living Dead 
 Ridley Scott, Alien 
 Adrian Lyne, Jacob's Ladder 
 David Lynch, Mulholland Drive 

Secondary readings by Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan, Slavoj Zizek, Julia Kristeva, Michel Foucault, 
V.S. Ramachandrin, Noel Carroll, Gregory Curry, Graham Harmon, among others. 
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