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Book Review: The Modern Gothic and Literary Doubles: Stevenson, Wilde and Wells, by Linda Dryden (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003). xiv, 220 pp. ISBN 1-4039-0510-X (hb). £45. [By John S. Partington] 

In his foreword to The Modern Gothic and Literary Doubles, Laurence Davies, in considering Linda Dryden’s assessment of the late-Victorian gothic novel, states that she ‘anatomizes a civilization fearful of regressing toward the brutish or progressing toward the degenerate.’ At first glance, this use of ‘regression’ and ‘progression’ might seem nonsensical. However, Davies follows Dryden’s own use of the terms, following her detailed understanding of W ells’ s (in particular) knowledge of contemporary theories of biological evolution. As is suggested in The Time Machine 
 (with the Morlocks) or The War of the Worlds (with the Martians), a species may progress through degeneration, while the behaviour of Griffin in The Invisible Man demonstrates the possibility of regression towards brutishness. Dryden acknowledges that Wells’s uses of regression and progression in his fiction are founded upon his scientific knowledge and his speculative journalism of the 1880s and 1890s. Furthermore, she argues that Wells’s mastery of the scientific romance as a new genre protected him from the criticisms fired at other writers treating similar subjects: ‘In The Time Machine Wells brought scientific “objectivity” to bear on the romance in the form of evolutionary theories, and in doing so warned of a future in which the bleak vision of the naturalists becomes apocalyptic. Because they were purveyors of the fantastic and the speculative, Stevenson and Wells, in particular, responded to the mood of the time without incurring the opprobrium levelled at the naturalists.’ His application of science to fiction, however, achieved something even more outstanding in literary history. For while ‘Wells’s scientific romances belong in the same fin de siècle category of modern Gothic fiction that Stevenson, Wilde and others had developed [...] at the same time his modern Gothic, his metropolitan fictions of terror, are as much to do with the future as they are with the present and the past.’ On this basis, Dryden claims that Wells brought gothic fiction into the twentieth century with its transmutation into the Wells-inspired genre of science fiction, with stories about future worlds, interplanetary conflict and genetic manipulation. While Oscar Wilde, Robert Louis Stevenson and others urbanised and modernised the gothic novel in the late-Victorian period, Wells acted as a bridge between gothic fiction focussing on the present and that which projected into the future (often in order to reflect on the present). Therefore, whereas ‘Wells’s novels are less overtly Gothic in atmosphere; yet even so, the horror of the Morlocks and their underground slaughterhouse, the cannibalism [sic] of the Martians, the Invisible Man’s weird experiment and the biological experimentation of the Frankenstein Moreau upon his Beast People convey much of the horror of the modern Gothic sensibility.’ Apparently, Wells’s capturing of the gothic essence was enough to communicate the gothic tradition to later writers, even while his stories are less traditionally ‘gothic’ in their telling than Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray or Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. 
Although Dryden praises Wells’s projection of the gothic into the future, this is not his only achievement in the gothic mode. Laurence Davies maintains that the 

‘meeting place [of Wilde, Stevenson, Machen and Wells] was urban Gothic, where horror, split identity, demonic science and the supernatural troubled the sooty landscapes of the realist metropolis.’ According to Dryden, ‘Wells was concerned about the condition of factory workers and the metropolitan poor, but he was more dispassionate than George Gissing or Arthur Morrison.’ Thus, despite their comparatively ‘alien’ form, grounded as they are ‘elsewhere’ (on the moon, on an island, in the future, etc.), Wells’s scientific romances nonetheless succeeded in addressing contemporary issues, suggesting that science fiction might, in fact, be an amalgam of gothic and utopian forms (utopia being identified in the ‘elsewhere’ of the settings). If this be the case, then ‘The modern Gothic and the literature of duality in Stevenson, Wilde and Wells are more than fictional fantasies. At the fin de siècle Gothic representations of duality and horror are expressions of metropolitan anxieties springing from the lived experiences of the late-Victorian public.’ Dryden supports this conclusion through reference to an earlier, esteemed critic: ‘Wells [...], in the words of Holbrook Jackson, “contrived better than any other writer of his time to introduce reality into his novels without jeopardising romance, to hammer home a theory of morality without delimiting his art.”’ For all her recognition of the social and scientific aspects of Wells’s work, Dryden nonetheless is aware of the populism of his style. As she notes, ‘The Time Machine could be read as escapism in a way that Gissing’s Demos (1886) or Morrison’s A Child of the Jago (1896) never could.’ 
The Modern Gothic and Literary Doubles is interesting for its comparative look at Wells, Stevenson and Wilde, and for its redefinition of the gothic form in the late-nineteenth century. At times Dryden does not quite convince the reader of the hard and fast lines she draws around the genre definition in relation to the stories she discusses. Thus, while the modern gothic is urban, she sees The War of the Worlds as a prototypical example of the form. Clearly, in the vampiric Martians and the terrorised public there are traces of the gothic form, but the novel can hardly be described as ‘urban’, being mostly concerned with the Home Counties throughout. There are a couple of slips in the book too that ought to have been picked up before publication: on several occasions, for example, Dryden refers to the Time Traveller’s first stop in the future as being in the ‘803rd  century’ when in fact it was the 8028th century, while she dates the Sleeper’s awakening as the year 2099 when it was in fact 2100. These criticisms aside, the book is a thought-provoking study which 
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successfully historicises the themes and, in some instances, the details of Stevenson’s, Wilde’s and Wells’s gothic fiction. 
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