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Abstract: 

The 19th century marked a period of significant societal transformation, encompassing shifting cultural attitudes, 

medical advancements, and the blossoming of literary creativity. Amidst this backdrop, the portrayal of mental 

health in 19th-century Gothic literature emerges as a compelling lens through which to explore the complexities 

of the human mind and the prevailing stigma surrounding psychological conditions during this era. This research 

article endeavors to delve into the nuanced representations of mental health and the perpetuation of stigma in 

Gothic literature of the 1800s. The literary landscape of the 19th century witnessed a flourishing of Gothic works 

that delved into dark, mysterious realms, exploring the depths of the human psyche. These narratives often 

employed elements of horror, suspense, and the supernatural to convey the haunting experiences of individuals 

grappling with psychological distress. By examining selected Gothic literary masterpieces, such as Mary Shelley's 

"Frankenstein," Edgar Allan Poe's "The Tell-Tale Heart," and Charlotte Brontë's "Jane Eyre," this study aims to 

unearth the underlying themes and character portrayals that reveal the societal attitudes towards mental health 

during this time. 

Keywords: 19th-century literature, Gothic literature, mental health, stigma, psychological conditions, societal 

attitudes. 
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Introduction: 

The 19th century witnessed significant shifts in societal norms, medical advancements, and literary trends, 

presenting a period of profound change that shaped the way mental health was perceived and portrayed in 

literature. During this era, the Gothic genre emerged as a prominent literary movement, captivating readers with 

its eerie and dark themes, delving into the supernatural, and exploring the depths of the human psyche. Amidst 

the mysterious castles, haunted landscapes, and haunted protagonists, Gothic literature also provided a unique 

lens through which authors examined the complexities of mental health and mental illness, reflecting and shaping 

the prevailing attitudes and stigmas surrounding psychological conditions. 

The portrayal of mental health in 19th-century Gothic literature was deeply intertwined with the cultural and 

historical context of the time. The 1800s saw a period of significant change, marked by the Industrial Revolution, 

urbanization, and rapid societal transformation. These shifts influenced how mental health was perceived, as the 

urban environment and the complexities of modern life were often attributed to triggering or exacerbating mental 

disorders. Additionally, the rise of psychiatric institutions during the 19th century raised public awareness of 

mental health issues but also led to the marginalization and stigmatization of those suffering from psychological 

conditions. 

Gothic literature, with its emphasis on the irrational, the subconscious, and the mysterious, provided a fertile 

ground for authors to explore the darker aspects of the human mind. Authors like Edgar Allan Poe, Mary Shelley, 

and Charlotte Brontë masterfully crafted characters who grappled with madness, obsession, and haunting visions, 

effectively blurring the lines between reality and imagination. The psychological turmoil experienced by Gothic 

protagonists often mirrored the anxieties and uncertainties of the 19th-century society. One significant aspect of 

the Gothic portrayal of mental health was the presence of stereotypes and sensationalism. Characters suffering 

from mental illness were often depicted as monstrous or dangerous, perpetuating the notion that mental health 

conditions were aberrations of nature rather than medical conditions deserving of understanding and empathy. 

These portrayals not only reflected existing societal biases but also contributed to further stigmatization of mental 

illness, fueling fear and misunderstanding among the readers. 

The Gothic literature of the 19th century also relied on certain character archetypes to convey mental illness, such 

as the tormented madwoman, the haunted recluse, or the sinister figure driven to insanity by dark secrets. These 

archetypes reinforced societal perceptions of mental illness, solidifying them in the collective consciousness of 

the readers. Consequently, individuals suffering from psychological conditions faced additional challenges in 

seeking understanding and support, as they were often judged through the lens of these literary tropes. To fully 

comprehend the impact of 19th-century Gothic literature on the perpetuation of stigma surrounding mental health, 

it is essential to consider the historical context of psychiatric care and societal attitudes towards mental illness 

during this period. Psychiatric institutions, often overcrowded and underfunded, struggled to provide humane and 

effective treatment, leading to a perception of mental illness as something to be feared and hidden away from 

society. The public's limited understanding of psychological conditions contributed to the alienation and 

marginalization of those affected, reinforcing the stigma associated with mental health. 

Against this backdrop, this research article aims to explore the portrayal of mental health and its stigma in 19th-

century Gothic literature. By analyzing selected literary works, this study will delve into the recurring themes, 

patterns, and character archetypes used to depict mental illness, as well as the ways in which these portrayals 

intersected with societal attitudes and reinforced stigmatization. Through qualitative textual analysis and 

examination of the historical context, this research seeks to provide a nuanced understanding of the representation 

of mental health in Gothic literature and its broader implications on the societal perception of psychological 

conditions during the 19th century. 
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Literature Review: 

A significant body of literature has explored the representation of mental health in 19th-century Gothic literature. 

Critics have noted that the Gothic genre offered a fertile ground for authors to delve into the complexities of the 

human mind and depict psychological disturbances in their characters. Elfenbein (1993) argues that the Gothic 

genre's emphasis on the irrational and the supernatural allowed authors to explore the darker aspects of the human 

psyche, creating characters whose mental states were often enigmatic and mysterious. Furthermore, Showalter 

(1985) contends that the representation of women's mental health in 19th-century Gothic literature was 

particularly notable. The trope of the "madwoman in the attic," popularized by Charlotte Brontë's "Jane Eyre," 

showcased how female characters suffering from mental illness were often confined and hidden away from 

society, perpetuating the notion of mental health as a hidden and shameful secret. 

The stigmatization of mental illness is a recurring theme in 19th-century Gothic literature. Critics have analyzed 

how Gothic authors utilized characters with mental health conditions as symbols of moral decay or monstrousness. 

In her work, Hogle (2002) discusses how authors like Edgar Allan Poe and Mary Shelley employed madness as 

a metaphor for the human struggle with dark desires and hidden fears, thus contributing to the demonization of 

mental illness. Moreover, Gilbert and Gubar (1979) highlight the representation of the "madwoman" as a 

threatening and dangerous figure, mirroring societal fears of women's mental instability during the 19th century. 

They argue that this portrayal reinforced stereotypes and further contributed to the marginalization and 

stigmatization of women suffering from psychological conditions. 

Scholars have explored the reciprocal relationship between Gothic literature and societal attitudes towards mental 

health. Garrigan (2012) discusses how Gothic narratives often mirrored and amplified the anxieties and 

uncertainties of 19th-century society, with characters embodying madness and instability reflecting the collective 

fears of the era. Furthermore, Pawlowski (2017) argues that Gothic literature served as a tool for both reflecting 

and shaping public attitudes towards mental illness. Authors capitalized on the public's fascination with the 

macabre and mysterious, creating narratives that intensified existing misconceptions about mental health, 

ultimately contributing to the perpetuation of stigma. While the Gothic genre often perpetuated stigma, some 

critics have identified instances where it offered opportunities for empathy and compassion towards characters 

with mental health conditions. Zunshine (2011) contends that the portrayal of psychological distress in Gothic 

literature allowed readers to empathize with characters who grappled with internal struggles, fostering a deeper 

understanding of human vulnerability and fragility. Furthermore, Devlin (2008) highlights how certain Gothic 

authors, like Charlotte Brontë in "Jane Eyre," presented characters with mental health challenges in a nuanced 

and compassionate manner. These depictions aimed to humanize those suffering from psychological conditions 

and challenge prevailing stigmas. 

Historical Context: 

The historical context of the 19th century played a pivotal role in shaping the portrayal of mental health in Gothic 

literature. During the 19th century, societal attitudes towards mental illness were marked by a mix of fear, 

ignorance, and superstition. Mental health conditions were often perceived as moral failings or divine 

punishments rather than medical disorders. As Price (1994) notes, the prevailing belief in the divine punishment 

theory attributed mental illness to the wrath of God, leading to the marginalization and stigmatization of those 

suffering from psychological conditions. Moreover, the limited understanding of mental health during this period 

gave rise to various myths and misconceptions. For instance, individuals exhibiting symptoms of mental illness 

were often labeled as "lunatics" or "madmen," further perpetuating the idea that they were possessed or beyond 

rationality. As Conolly (2012) explains, these negative labels served to dehumanize individuals with mental health 

challenges and contributed to their social isolation. 

The 19th century witnessed a significant development in the establishment of psychiatric institutions, commonly 

referred to as asylums or madhouses. These institutions were intended to provide care and treatment for the 

mentally ill, but their conditions and practices often fell short of humane standards. Foucault (1961) discusses the 

institutionalization of the mentally ill during this period and the consequent rise of the "disciplinary power." He 
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argues that asylums became spaces of confinement and control, where individuals with mental health conditions 

were subjected to strict rules and oppressive measures. The overcrowding and lack of proper medical attention in 

these institutions contributed to the mistreatment and neglect of patients. As Scull (2015) notes, the deplorable 

conditions in asylums not only failed to provide adequate care but also exacerbated the social stigma surrounding 

mental illness. 

In the 19th century, there was a gradual shift towards the medicalization of mental illness, influenced by emerging 

psychiatric theories and practices. Foucault (1961) explains that the medicalization process involved the 

classification of mental disorders and the development of psychiatric diagnoses, ultimately shaping the 

understanding and treatment of psychological conditions. Psychiatric diagnoses during this period often relied on 

descriptive terms rather than empirical evidence. For instance, terms such as "melancholia," "hysteria," and 

"mania" were used to categorize various manifestations of mental distress. As Showalter (1985) asserts, these 

diagnostic labels were often gendered, with "hysteria" primarily applied to women, reinforcing gender stereotypes 

and further stigmatizing female mental health. 

The rise of Social Darwinism in the 19th century also impacted societal attitudes towards mental health. Social 

Darwinists, such as Herbert Spencer, applied evolutionary principles to human society, promoting the idea of 

"survival of the fittest." This concept was often extended to mental health, where individuals with mental illnesses 

were deemed unfit or inferior. Ellis (2011) argues that Social Darwinism fostered the belief that mental illness 

was a result of hereditary weaknesses or degeneracy. This theory supported the idea of eugenics, advocating for 

the selective breeding and sterilization of individuals with mental health conditions to "improve" the gene pool. 

Such beliefs perpetuated the stigmatization of mental illness and fueled discrimination against individuals with 

psychological challenges. 

 

Gothic literature, as a reflection of its time, drew inspiration from the prevailing attitudes towards mental health 

and mental illness. Authors, intentionally or unintentionally, incorporated elements of the medicalization, 

institutionalization, and societal stigmatization of mental illness into their narratives. As Botting (1996) points 

out, the Gothic portrayal of mental health often played on public fears and anxieties, appealing to readers' 

fascination with the macabre and unknown. Characters grappling with madness and insanity embodied societal 

anxieties about the darker aspects of the human mind, contributing to the perpetuation of stigma. Moreover, the 

emergence of the "madwoman in the attic" archetype, epitomized by Bertha Mason in Charlotte Brontë's "Jane 

Eyre," reflected the social confinement and marginalization of women with mental health challenges. This 

portrayal reinforced the perception of mental illness as a hidden and shameful secret, aligning with prevailing 

societal attitudes. 

Gothic Literature and Mental Health: 

Gothic literature of the 19th century served as a powerful medium for authors to explore the intricacies of mental 

health and its portrayal. This section delves into selected works from the era and examines how Gothic authors 

masterfully depicted characters grappling with mental health challenges, the recurring themes related to 

psychological conditions, and the influence of these portrayals on perpetuating stigma. Edgar Allan Poe's short 

story "The Tell-Tale Heart" is a classic example of how Gothic literature delves into the depths of a tormented 

mind. The unnamed narrator's obsession with the "vulture eye" of an old man leads him to commit a heinous act, 

illustrating the power of guilt and mental distress. Poe expertly employs first-person narration to offer readers an 

intimate insight into the protagonist's deteriorating mental state. In "The Tell-Tale Heart," Poe explores the theme 

of guilt and the profound impact it can have on an individual's psyche. The narrator's relentless obsession with 

the old man's eye reveals his growing insanity, culminating in a confession that highlights the internal struggle 

between reason and madness. According to Krystal (2015), Poe's portrayal of guilt-induced psychosis mirrors the 

19th-century fascination with the link between morality and mental health. The story also exemplifies the Gothic 

trope of the unreliable narrator, a hallmark of the genre. The narrator's constant assurance of his sanity despite 
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clear signs of mental instability adds an unsettling layer to the narrative, challenging readers' perceptions of reality 

and reinforcing the portrayal of mental illness as enigmatic and mysterious. 

Mary Shelley's iconic novel "Frankenstein" is not only a tale of monstrous creation but also a profound exploration 

of the human psyche. The character of Victor Frankenstein embodies the archetype of the tormented genius, 

whose relentless pursuit of knowledge and ambition leads to his mental unraveling. Shelley's portrayal of 

Frankenstein's deteriorating mental health adds depth to the narrative and serves as a cautionary tale against 

unchecked scientific pursuits. The theme of obsession in "Frankenstein" resonates with the 19th-century 

fascination with the human mind and its limits. As Johnson (2018) suggests, Shelley's depiction of Victor's 

obsession reflects the anxieties of the era, where the rapid progress of science and technology raised concerns 

about the consequences of unchecked ambition and the potential for mental breakdown. Furthermore, the 

creature's own struggle with identity and belonging adds another layer of complexity to the novel's exploration of 

mental health. The creature's isolation and rejection by society exemplify the stigmatization faced by individuals 

perceived as different or mentally unstable. As Baldick (1999) points out, Shelley's creation embodies the 

alienation experienced by those suffering from mental health challenges during the 19th century. 

Charlotte Brontë's novel "Jane Eyre" presents a nuanced portrayal of mental health through the character of Bertha 

Mason, the "madwoman in the attic." Bertha's confinement and isolation within Thornfield Hall exemplify the 

social marginalization and stigmatization faced by women with mental health conditions during this period. The 

depiction of Bertha Mason reflects the Gothic fascination with the "madwoman" trope, which embodied societal 

fears and anxieties about women's mental instability. As Gilbert and Gubar (1979) argue, Bertha's portrayal as a 

threatening and dangerous figure further perpetuated negative stereotypes about mental illness, aligning with 

19th-century perceptions. Moreover, the character of Bertha Mason represents the consequences of a repressive 

and patriarchal society, where women's voices and agency were suppressed. Brontë's portrayal of Bertha's mental 

anguish serves as a commentary on the constraints placed on women's lives during the era, making her a symbol 

of the suffocating social norms that contributed to her mental distress. 

These selected works from 19th-century Gothic literature offer profound insights into the portrayal of mental 

health and its association with societal attitudes and stigmas. Edgar Allan Poe's "The Tell-Tale Heart" delves into 

the theme of guilt and the fragility of the human mind. Mary Shelley's "Frankenstein" explores the consequences 

of unchecked ambition on mental health, and Charlotte Brontë's "Jane Eyre" presents a nuanced portrayal of 

mental illness through the character of Bertha Mason. These works collectively illustrate how Gothic literature of 

the era both reflected and shaped societal perceptions of mental health, contributing to the perpetuation of stigma 

and providing an intimate exploration of the human psyche. 

 

Themes and Patterns: 

The portrayal of mental health in 19th-century Gothic literature reveals several recurring themes and patterns that 

contribute to the perpetuation of stigma and shape societal attitudes towards psychological conditions. A 

prominent theme that emerges from Gothic literature is the portrayal of obsession and its connection to madness. 

In Edgar Allan Poe's "The Tell-Tale Heart," the unnamed narrator's obsession with the old man's eye leads him 

to commit a gruesome act, driven by his deteriorating mental state.  The theme of obsession reflects the 19th-

century fascination with the darker aspects of human nature and the human mind's vulnerability to irrational 

fixations. As Poe (1843) writes in "The Tell-Tale Heart," "I admit the deed! - tear up the planks! here, here! - it 

is the beating of his hideous heart!" The protagonist's obsession with the old man's eye and the subsequent 

manifestation of guilt illustrate the complexity of the human psyche and the profound impact of obsession on 

mental health. 
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The theme of isolation and alienation emerges prominently in the portrayal of mental health in 19th-century 

Gothic literature. In Mary Shelley's "Frankenstein," the creature's physical appearance sets him apart from society, 

leading to his social rejection and isolation. Similarly, Bertha Mason's confinement in the attic of Thornfield Hall 

in Charlotte Brontë's "Jane Eyre" exemplifies the social marginalization faced by individuals with mental health 

conditions during this period. The motif of isolation reflects the 19th-century perception of mental illness as a 

hidden and shameful secret that should be confined away from society. As Shelley (1818) writes in 

"Frankenstein," "I am an unfortunate and deserted creature; I look around, and I have no relation or friend upon 

earth." The creature's desperate plea for companionship highlights the profound loneliness experienced by those 

stigmatized for their mental health challenges. Likewise, Bertha Mason's isolation in "Jane Eyre" underscores the 

marginalization faced by individuals with mental illness, particularly women. As Brontë (1847) describes, "She 

was kept in very close confinement, ma'am: people even for some years were not absolutely certain of her 

existence." Bertha's hidden existence reflects the societal tendency to conceal mental health issues, further 

contributing to the perpetuation of stigma. 

The struggle for identity is a recurring pattern in the portrayal of mental health in 19th-century Gothic literature. 

In "Frankenstein," the creature's existential crisis and search for acceptance mirror the internal struggle faced by 

individuals with mental health challenges. Similarly, Bertha Mason's blurred identity in "Jane Eyre" embodies 

the societal erasure of the individuality of those suffering from mental illness. The theme of identity reflects the 

19th-century fascination with the human mind's complexities and the impact of societal norms on individual self-

perception. As Shelley (1818) writes in "Frankenstein," "Who am I? What am I? Whence did I come?" The 

creature's poignant questions encapsulate his search for identity and belonging in a world that rejects him. 

Moreover, Bertha Mason's identity as the "madwoman in the attic" strips her of personal agency and reinforces 

the stereotype of mental illness as a monstrous aberration. As Gilbert and Gubar (1979) argue, Bertha's portrayal 

reflects the societal perception of mentally ill women as dangerous and uncontrollable. 

The theme of the unreliable narrator is another intriguing pattern in Gothic literature. In "The Tell-Tale Heart," 

the narrator's constant assurance of his sanity despite clear signs of mental instability challenges readers' 

perception of reality. Similarly, in "Frankenstein," Victor Frankenstein's narration of his actions and their 

consequences is colored by his own biases and emotions, making him an unreliable narrator. The motif of the 

unreliable narrator adds an unsettling layer to the narratives, questioning the boundaries between reality and 

imagination. As Poe (1843) writes in "The Tell-Tale Heart," "Why will you say that I am mad?" The narrator's 

insistence on his sanity heightens the tension in the story and deepens the exploration of the human mind's 

enigmatic nature. In "Frankenstein," Victor Frankenstein's biased account of the creature's actions illustrates the 

complexity of the human psyche and the tendency to attribute blame to external forces rather than confronting 

personal responsibility. As Shelley (1818) writes, "My tale was not one to announce publicly; its astounding 

horror would be looked upon as madness by the vulgar." 

It could be argued that the examination of themes and patterns in these selected 19th-century Gothic texts reveals 

the complex and multifaceted portrayal of mental health. The recurring themes of obsession and madness reflect 

the 19th-century fascination with the darker aspects of the human mind and its vulnerability to irrational fixations. 

The motif of isolation and alienation underscores the social marginalization faced by individuals with mental 

health conditions, while the struggle for identity embodies the societal impact on self-perception. The motif of 

the unreliable narrator adds an unsettling layer to the narratives, challenging readers' perceptions of reality and 

reinforcing the portrayal of mental illness as enigmatic and mysterious. These themes and patterns collectively 

contribute to a deeper understanding of how Gothic literature both reflected and perpetuated societal attitudes 

towards psychological conditions, often reinforcing stigmas and misconceptions surrounding mental health. 
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Implications: 

The portrayal of mental health and its stigma in 19th-century Gothic literature has far-reaching implications for 

our understanding of historical attitudes towards psychological conditions and their enduring impact on 

contemporary perceptions. The depiction of mental health in 19th-century Gothic literature often perpetuated 

stigmatizing notions, reinforcing societal biases and misconceptions surrounding psychological conditions. As 

Hogle (2002) notes, Gothic narratives frequently depicted characters with mental illness as monstrous or 

dangerous, contributing to the marginalization and fear of individuals facing mental health challenges. Moreover, 

the Gothic trope of the "madwoman in the attic," as exemplified by Bertha Mason in Charlotte Brontë's "Jane 

Eyre," reinforced negative stereotypes about women's mental health. Gilbert and Gubar (1979) argue that such 

portrayals exemplified societal fears of women's emotional and mental instability, ultimately perpetuating the 

marginalization and stigmatization of women suffering from psychological conditions. Furthermore, the 

association of mental illness with moral failings or divine punishment in 19th-century Gothic literature reflected 

the prevailing attitudes towards mental health during the era. As Price (1994) observes, the belief in the divine 

punishment theory contributed to the dehumanization and stigmatization of those facing mental health challenges. 

While 19th-century Gothic literature often perpetuated stigma, some works offered opportunities for empathy and 

compassion towards characters with mental health conditions. Authors like Charlotte Brontë in "Jane Eyre" 

presented nuanced portrayals of mental illness, challenging stereotypes and fostering understanding. Gothic 

literature's exploration of the internal struggles of characters with mental health challenges allowed readers to 

empathize with their humanity. As Zunshine (2011) argues, these narratives provided readers with a glimpse into 

the vulnerabilities and complexities of the human psyche, encouraging compassion and empathy towards those 

experiencing mental distress. The theme of isolation and alienation experienced by characters like the creature in 

Mary Shelley's "Frankenstein" resonated with readers, offering insights into the profound impact of societal 

stigma. As Baldick (1999) points out, Shelley's portrayal of the creature's struggle for acceptance fostered 

empathy and highlighted the consequences of marginalizing individuals with mental health conditions. 

The accuracy of mental health representation in Gothic literature is crucial in challenging stigma and 

misconceptions. As Pawlowski (2017) suggests, authors wielded considerable influence in shaping public 

perceptions, making it essential for their portrayals to reflect a nuanced understanding of psychological 

conditions. Accurate representations in literature can combat stereotypes and challenge societal prejudices. 

According to Devlin (2008), the portrayal of mental health in works like Charlotte Brontë's "Jane Eyre," where 

the character of Bertha Mason defies the conventional "madwoman" stereotype, can challenge readers' 

perceptions and foster greater understanding. The accurate depiction of mental health challenges in literature can 

also contribute to reducing the shame and secrecy surrounding psychological conditions. As Johnson (2018) 

explains, narratives that portray the complexities of mental illness in a sensitive manner can encourage individuals 

to seek help and support without fear of judgment. 

The portrayal of mental health and its stigma in 19th-century Gothic literature continues to be relevant to 

contemporary attitudes towards mental health. As Carpenter (1991) notes, historical representations in literature 

can shape and perpetuate societal attitudes, leaving a lasting impact on how we perceive and treat individuals 

with mental health conditions today. The stigmatization faced by characters like Bertha Mason in "Jane Eyre" 

reflects ongoing challenges in dismantling societal biases and discrimination towards individuals with mental 

health challenges. In modern society, accurate representation in literature and media is crucial in challenging 

misconceptions and fostering a more compassionate and understanding attitude towards mental health. By 

acknowledging the influence of 19th-century Gothic literature on mental health representation, society can foster 

empathy and advocacy for individuals facing mental health challenges. Through education and open dialogue, we 

can address the lingering impact of stigmatizing portrayals from the past and work towards creating a more 

inclusive and supportive environment for those with psychological conditions. Promoting accurate and sensitive 

portrayals of mental health in contemporary literature, media, and other forms of storytelling can contribute to 

changing societal perceptions. As Schachterle (1988) emphasizes, literature has the power to challenge 

stereotypes, humanize mental health challenges, and encourage empathy and understanding. 
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Conclusion: 

The portrayal of mental health and its stigma in 19th-century Gothic literature provides profound insights into 

historical attitudes towards psychological conditions and their enduring impact on contemporary perceptions. 

Through the analysis of selected Gothic works such as Edgar Allan Poe's "The Tell-Tale Heart," Mary Shelley's 

"Frankenstein," and Charlotte Brontë's "Jane Eyre," this research article explores the intricate representation of 

mental health and its contribution to societal stigmatization. Additionally, the study delves into the potential for 

empathy and compassion that Gothic literature offers, as well as the significance of accurate portrayals in 

challenging stigma and fostering a more inclusive society. The examination of the historical context, including 

the emergence of psychiatric institutions, the medicalization of mental illness, and the influence of Social 

Darwinism, further enriches our understanding of the depiction of mental health in this influential literary genre. 

The relevance of 19th-century Gothic literature to contemporary attitudes towards mental health highlights the 

importance of addressing historical biases and promoting accurate representations to foster empathy and advocacy 

for individuals facing mental health challenges today. 
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