
 
 

 

 

THE GHOSTS OF THE GOTHIC IN  

PETER ACKROYD'S LITERARY LONDON  

 

 

Ashleigh Jayne Prosser 

Bachelor of Arts (First Class Honours),  

The University of Western Australia, 2011. 

 

 

 

This thesis is presented for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy of  

The University of Western Australia, 

Department of English and Cultural Studies, 

School of Humanities, 

2017. 



 
 

  



i 
 

THESIS DECLARATION 

I, Ashleigh Prosser, certify that: 

This thesis has been substantially accomplished during enrolment in the 

degree. This thesis does not contain material which has been accepted for 

the award of any other degree or diploma in my name, in any university or 

other tertiary institution. 

No part of this work will, in the future, be used in a submission in my name, 

for any other degree or diploma in any university or other tertiary institution 

without the prior approval of The University of Western Australia and where 

applicable, any partner institution responsible for the joint-award of this 

degree. 

This thesis does not contain any material previously published or written by 

another person, except where due reference has been made in the text. The 

work(s) are not in any way a violation or infringement of any copyright, 

trademark, patent, or other rights whatsoever of any person. 

The work described in this thesis was funded by an Australian Postgraduate 

Award Scholarship, The University of Western Australia’s Postgraduate 

Top-Up Scholarship, and research funds from the Graduate Research 

School and the School of Humanities at The University of Western Australia.  

This thesis contains only sole-authored work, some of which has been 

published and/or prepared for publication under sole authorship.  

 

Signature:  Ashleigh Jayne Prosser 

Date: 21 July 2017 

 

  



ii 
 

 



iii 
 

ABSTRACT 

This study explores what I propose to be a Gothic theory of the 

history of place at work within Peter Ackroyd’s fictional and non-fictional 

depictions of London, wherein the city, its literature, and its history, form a 

symbolic palimpsest of uncanny, haunting returns. It offers a new 

understanding of the commonalities between four of Ackroyd’s 

historiographic metafictions set in London: Hawksmoor (1985), The House 

of Doctor Dee (1993), Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem (1994), and The 

Casebook of Victor Frankenstein (2008). It performs a close textual 

analysis of these novels alongside a selection of Ackroyd’s London writing, 

reading them through the framework of the Gothic mode. 

The study is divided into two parts, each containing two chapters. 

Part One: Haunting Time, Haunting Space addresses how the 

conceptualisation of space and time contributes to an understanding of the 

construction of place and its history in Ackroyd’s writing on London, by 

exploring the specifically haunted and haunting connections that can be 

found when they are viewed through the lens of the Gothic mode. Part Two: 

Textual Hauntings and the Ghosts of the Gothic focuses on how specific 

tropes of the Gothic can be read within the literary London of Ackroyd’s 

creation, by examining the uncanny presence of Gothic doubling within the 

haunting returns of textual phantoms and monstrous doppelgängers in the 

four novels. 

Chapter One, “The Abhuman City in Peter Ackroyd’s London Works: 

A Gothic Theory of the History of Place”, considers Ackroyd’s trilogy of 

London histories, London: The Biography (2000), Thames: Sacred River 

(2007), and London Under (2011), in conjunction with his London fiction 

more generally. I argue that within both sets of works, Ackroyd complicates 

the relationship between history and geography in the city by engaging with 

the language and tropes of the Gothic mode to explore what he believes is 

the city’s Gothic genius loci, or, ‘spirit of place’, anthropomorphically 

transforming London into something akin to an abhuman monster. 

Chapter Two, “No Place Like Home: Urban Hauntings and The 

Haunted House Chronotope in The House of Doctor Dee”, argues that 

London’s city-space can be read to function chronotopically as a temporal 

conduit for its history in Ackroyd’s writing, in which specific architectural 

sites return the repressed of the past to the present through a character’s 

interactions within them, exemplified through The House of Doctor Dee. I 

demonstrate how the trope of the textual séance functions chronotopically 

within the visionary transcendental scenes that end some of Ackroyd’s 

historiographic metafictions, and through a close comparison of the 

conclusions of Hawksmoor and The House of Doctor Dee. 
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Chapter Three, ““Here we are again!”: Textual Hauntings in Dan 

Leno and The Limehouse Golem and The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein”, 

explores how the presence of textual hauntings, and the uncanny feelings of 

déjà vu that they generate, help to create the (meta)textual séances at work 

in Dan Leno and The Limehouse Golem and The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein. I argue that Thomas De Quincey’s “On Murder Considered as 

One of the Fine Arts” (1827), and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), are 

reworked into these novels as textual revenants that come to retrospectively 

haunt the characteristically Urban Gothic Victorian London of Ackroyd’s 

novels in uncannily doubled and self-reflexive ways. 

Chapter Four, “Monsters, Ghosts, and Golems: The Doppelgänger in 

Peter Ackroyd’s Gothic Historiographic Metafictions”, proposes that in 

Ackroyd’s writing the trope of doubling is made Gothic when the uncanny 

appearance of the double becomes monstrous through the depiction of the 

doppelgänger as another twinned self, or, as the duplication and projection 

of the divided self. I analyse the twinned selves of Nicholas Dyer and 

Nicholas Hawksmoor in Hawksmoor alongside Matthew Palmer and 

Doctor Dee in The House of Doctor Dee, and the monstrous projection of 

the divided self in the character(s) of Elizabeth Cree and her ‘Limehouse 

Golem’ in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem and Victor Frankenstein and 

his ‘Monster’ in The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein.  

To conclude the study, I suggest that Ackroyd’s fictional London 

world can be read as the ‘real’ city’s monstrous doppelgänger, for its Gothic 

spirit of place is embodied within the abhuman city of Ackroyd’s literary 

creation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

“London has always provided the landscape for my imagination [..] and I 

suppose becomes a character – a living being – within each of my books.”  

Peter Ackroyd1 

 

“The city itself remains magical; it is a mysterious, chaotic and irrational 

place which can be organised and controlled only by means of private 

ritual or public superstition.”  

Peter Ackroyd2 

 

In the introduction to London: The Biography, Peter Ackroyd writes 

of his belief that “London is so large and so wild than it contains no less than 

everything”.3 It is precisely this vision of the city’s “immensity”, of its 

capacity to “harbour the secrets of the human world”, that has shaped 

Ackroyd’s reputation as one of the contemporary period’s most prolific 

chroniclers of London’s life. For almost four decades, what has been most 

distinctive about his writing, in its many and varied forms, is an untiring 

                                                   
1 This quotation originally appeared in an interview with Peter Ackroyd within the October 
1998 edition of Random House’s online magazine Bold Type, which has unfortunately been 
discontinued since the publishing house’s merger with Penguin in 2013. I have included a 
previously saved excerpt from the interview featuring the original quotation below for the 
record: 

BT: It seems that all of your novels and biographies are preoccupied with London 
itself. 

PA: Yes, in a sense that is true. London has always provided the landscape for my 
imagination, if that does not sound too pretentious, and I suppose becomes a 
character – a living being – within each of my books. Perhaps I am writing its 
history, or biography, by indirection--certainly I think, all of my books, biography 
and fiction alike, are single chapters in the book which will only be completed at 
the time of my death. Then I hope the city itself will be seen as a metaphor for the 
nature of time and the presence of the past in human affairs. 

“An Interview with Peter Ackroyd”, Bold Type (October 1998), 
<http://www.randomhouse.com/boldtype/1101/ackroyd/interview.html> [accessed on 21 
December 2012]. 

2 Peter Ackroyd, London: The Biography (2000. London: Vintage, 2001), p. 216. 

3 Ackroyd, London: The Biography, p. 3. All subsequent references are to this edition and 
shall appear parenthetically within the body of the text. 

http://www.randomhouse.com/boldtype/1101/ackroyd/interview.html
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fascination with the dark past of the city, his birthplace and beloved lifelong 

home (London: The Biography, p. 3). Since the late 1970s, Peter Ackroyd 

has steadily produced a substantial collection of award-winning work as a 

poet, novelist, historian, biographer, journalist, and critic. A Fellow of the 

Royal Society of Literature since 1984, and awarded a CBE for his services 

to the field in 2003, Ackroyd is one of London’s most highly-regarded and 

well-known writers.4 As an international bestselling author and popular 

historian, and a recognisable radio and television personality, Ackroyd has 

gained both the literary recognition and the public status of a cultural 

iconoclast in Britain. To borrow one of Ackroyd’s favourite phrases, London 

has always provided the landscape for his imagination.5 One could even go 

so far as to suggest that Ackroyd perhaps appears to have been haunted by 

the city all his life. London prominently features in almost all of his works 

to date, either as the primary setting, or as a site of special (often spectral) 

significance for his subjects. London undeniably has a deeply personal and 

professional significance for Ackroyd, for within many of his fictional and 

non-fictional London works he repeatedly rehearses this theme of haunting, 

suggesting that the city possesses some form of spectral consciousness, or 

                                                   
4 Ackroyd was also named a Foreign Honorary Member of the American Academy of Arts 
and Sciences in 2006. A detailed list of Ackroyd’s most notable awards for his works is as 
follows: The Whitbread Biography Award for T. S. Eliot, in 1984; the Whitbread Novel 
Award for Hawksmoor awarded in 1985; the Royal Society of Literature's William 
Heinemann Award for T. S. Eliot in 1984; the James Tait Black Memorial Prize for The Life 
of Thomas More in 1998; the Guardian Fiction Prize for Hawksmoor in 1985; the Somerset 
Maugham Award for The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde in 1984; the South Bank Show 
Annual Award for Literature for London: The Biography in 2001. He was also shortlisted 
for the Booker Prize for Fiction for Chatterton in 1988, and the British Book Awards 
Illustrated Book of the Year for the coffee-table book version of London: The Biography, 
retitled as Illustrated London in 2003. Further biographical details of Ackroyd’s life and 
career can be found within Thomas Wright, “Introduction”, in Peter Ackroyd. The 
Collection: Journalism, Reviews, Essays, Short Stories, Lectures, ed. by Thomas Wright 
(2001. London: Vintage, 2002), xvii-xxviii. 

5 In addition to the excerpt included in the first footnote of this chapter, Ackroyd has 
frequently referred to the city as the landscape of his imagination over the course of his 
career. For example, in an interview with Attila Vekony, when asked if London is the only 
city he could live in, Ackroyd responds:  

PA: I never travel abroad. As I walk through Paris, for example, I’m bewildered 
because I don’t know the history of that street or that tower. I find it very 
disconcerting and actually quite boring. Whereas when I’m in London I can’t walk 
down a street without being aware of the mysteries involved. Its maybe portentous, 
but this is the landscape of my imagination. I’m a Londoner by birth, I’ve lived here 
all my life and for me it is the centre of my world. 

See Vekony, “‘I Think Real Worlds Escape from Books’: Interview with Peter Ackroyd”, 
Atlantis 19.2 (1997), 241-249 (p. 248). 
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as he states in London: The Biography, a “Gothic genius loci” (p. 580). 

Throughout Ackroyd’s works, this ‘spirit of place’ continually returns with 

uncanny effect, and appears to be responsible for patterns of continuity, of 

coincidence and consequence, that he finds to be repeated within the city’s 

two-thousand years of historical ‘life’. In Ackroyd’s writing, then, London 

often functions as not just a setting for his narratives or a subject for his 

histories, but as a living entity and an actual character within them, one that 

represents the physical and psychical embodiment of the uncanny in the 

city; for inscribed within its buildings and streets is a transhistorical pattern 

of coincidence and continuity into which the inhabitants’ lives (and deaths) 

are drawn, and from which none can escape.  

The aim of this study is to investigate, through close literary analysis 

of the selected critical, historical, and fictional texts, the workings of the 

Gothic in Peter Ackroyd's London writings. This study thus seeks to explore 

what I propose to be a Gothic theory of the history of place at work within 

Ackroyd’s fictional and non-fictional depictions of London, wherein, 

London’s history and geography are fused together to form a palimpsest; 

one that the analyses of this study will endeavour to show is symbolically 

manifested through spatial hauntings, textual traces, and uncanny returns. 

In light of this particular construction of the city, it proposes to offer a new 

understanding of the commonalities shared between four of Ackroyd’s 

historiographic metafictions set in London which have yet to be 

comparatively discussed as a quartet of specifically echoic Gothic works. 

Explored in the following chapters are Ackroyd’s third novel, Hawksmoor, 

published in 1985; his seventh novel, The House of Doctor Dee, published 

in 1993; his eighth novel, Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, published in 

1994; and his fourteenth novel, The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, 

published in 2008.6 Taken together, these novels were chosen for analysis 

in this study for their uniquely combined representative status as primary 

exemplars of the ways in which the Gothic informs the creation of Ackroyd’s 

                                                   
6 Peter Ackroyd, Hawksmoor (1985. London: Penguin Books, 2010); The House of Doctor 
Dee (1993. London: Penguin Books, 1994); Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem (1994. 
London: Vintage, 2007); The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein (London: Chatto & Windus, 
2008). Subsequent references are to these editions and shall appear parenthetically within 
the body of the text. 
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literary London world(s). The study performs a detailed textual analysis of 

the novels alongside a selection of his histories, critical writings, and fictions 

of the city, reading them through the framework of the Gothic mode, with 

reference to the uncanny as outlined in Sigmund Freud’s seminal essay, 

“Das Unheimliche, or The Uncanny” and employed as a means for literary 

analysis.7 The concept of the uncanny has been widely discussed across a 

variety of disciplines which has resulted in various wide-ranging analyses of 

the term; however, the Gothic, throughout its history of literary resurrection 

and resurgence, has always been associated with the uncanny, for it too 

refuses to allow the demons of the past to be forgotten. It is, therefore, an 

approach which I believe allows for a new understanding of the selected 

novels by Ackroyd as specifically Gothic forms of historiographic 

metafiction, a genre of writing famously defined by Linda Hutcheon in her 

seminal work, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction, as 

those works of fiction which “problematize both the nature of the referent 

and its relation to the real, historical world by its paradoxical combination 

of metafictional self-reflexivity with historical subject matter”.8 In what 

follows of this introduction, then, I will first survey the field of existing 

criticism on Peter Ackroyd’s works, to situate myself within previous 

scholarship, and to identify how my study endeavours to contribute to such 

established research. I will then discuss the framework for my study’s 

approach to understanding Ackroyd’s literary depiction of the city of 

London, with reference to the Gothic mode. Finally, I will conclude by 

outlining the structure of this study, and provide a brief overview of the 

content of its chapters. 

It is necessary to acknowledge that mine is not the first work to 

specifically focus on the writings of Peter Ackroyd, or to address his 

                                                   
7 Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny”, in The Uncanny, trans. by David McLintock (1919. 
London: Penguin Books, 2003), pp. 121-162. Theoretical discussions of Freud’s essay, and 
the significance of the concept of the uncanny in relation to the Gothic, will be addressed 
in chapter one and then comprehensively expanded on throughout the analytical work of 
this study. The defining characteristics of the uncanny experience will be explored 
according to their depiction through the language and tropes of the Gothic as they are 
discussed within each chapter of this study. 

8 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (London: 
Routledge, 1988), p. 19. 
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depiction of the city of London within them. The multitude of 

representations of London, and its iconic figures, throughout history in 

Ackroyd’s large corpus of many and varied works has attracted a much 

wider range of critical attention over the years. Since the beginning of his 

literary career, commentators have often responded to Ackroyd’s writing 

with reviews that vacillate between the extremes of adoring accolades and 

critical condemnations; however, the careful aesthetic construction of his 

works, the depths to which he takes his historical research and incorporates 

it into the text, and his richly colourful prose that aspires to immerse the 

reader in his imagined world, are regularly acknowledged as commendable 

features of his writing. It is interesting to note that much of the academic 

criticism that has been published on Ackroyd’s works and on the author as 

a literary figure, has been produced by European scholars, with some 

scholarship published exclusively in languages other than English.9 Indeed, 

the first monograph written in English to be published on Peter Ackroyd 

was by a Spanish scholar, Susana Onega, as part of a research project funded 

by the Spanish government’s Ministry of Education.10 Ackroydian scholars 

in North America, Australia, and even within Britain where Ackroyd is 

arguably most popularly known, have consistently published fewer studies 

on the author than their European counterparts. Nevertheless, collectively 

there exists a considerable body of diverse scholarship on Ackroyd and his 

writing. In the paragraphs which follow, I intend to address the arguments 

set out in key book-length studies, in order to situate my argument in 

relation to other scholars’ comparable interpretations of Ackroyd’s works 

and his representation of London within them. 

In the world of Ackroydian studies, Alex Murray’s book, Recalling 

London: Literature and History in the Work of Peter Ackroyd and Iain 

                                                   
9 The first monograph published on Ackroyd’s writing, written by Italian scholar Laura 
Giovannelli, Le Vite in Gioco: La Prospettiva Ontologica e Autoreferenziale Nella 
Narrative di Peter Ackroyd (Pisa: ETS, 1996), has never been translated into English. 
French scholar Jean-Michel Ganteau’s study Peter Ackroyd Et La Musique Du Passé. 
(Paris: Michel Houdiard, 2008), has also not been published in English. Unfortunately, my 
lack of French and Italian has meant that I have not been able to engage with these works 
in my research. 

10 Susana Onega, Peter Ackroyd (Plymouth: Northcote House, 1998). Onega’s funding for 
the study is listed in her acknowledgements section, viii. 
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Sinclair, is the only study dedicated to the specific exploration of the most 

widespread criticism of Ackroyd’s writing, its reputedly apolitical and 

ahistorical representation of London’s past, and more widely, of England’s 

national history.11 Through the comparative analysis of what Murray deems 

to be Ackroyd’s historically traditional and conservative depiction of 

London with Iain Sinclair’s more radical yet contemporaneous approach, 

Murray aims to show how each writer’s representation of the city’s history 

is imbued with their own political contexts and values. Murray maintains 

that both Sinclair and Ackroyd have their own unique vision of London and 

version of its history, which they attempt to ‘recall’ through their own starkly 

different models of historical representation in their narratives. Murray 

argues that by “reading the function of history” in their works “through the 

context of Thatcherite and post-Thatcherite cultural production and 

political rhetoric”, one is able to see that both writers’ approaches to history 

“necessarily engage with the relationship between historical discourses, 

cultural capital, governmental rhetoric and literary production”.12 He thus 

proposes that Ackroyd’s works are a nostalgic product of “the explosion of a 

heritage culture industry” in 1980s Britain and have achieved such popular 

success because of their “masterful balance of cultural capital and 

accessibility”.13 Murray argues that Ackroyd’s work thus reinforces a 

romanticism of London’s past through a persistent reversion to “historical 

echolalia”, which reveals Ackroyd’s:  

unwillingness to engage explicitly with contemporary cultural 

politics, his attempt to replace the hegemony of empirical history 

with conservative myth, [that has] resulted in a potentially 

reactionary and conservative form of cultural engagement [in his 

works].14  

                                                   
11 Alex Murray, Recalling London: Literature and History in the Work of Peter Ackroyd 
and Iain Sinclair (London and New York: Continuum, 2007). 

12 Murray, pp. 3-4. 

13 Murray, p. 3. 

14 Murray, p. 172. Murray’s first chapter, “Historical Echolalia in the London Novels of Peter 
Ackroyd”, discusses his notion of historical echolalia in depth, a concept to which we will 
return to consider further within the chapters of this study, pp. 21-48. 
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Murray’s innovative socio-cultural approach to the politics of Ackroyd’s 

historical representation of London offers a cross-disciplinary view of the 

fundamental status of the city within his works by placing it in comparison 

with that of Sinclair’s. However, Murray’s work thus appears to function 

more effectively as a cultural study rather than as a literary one, for its focus 

is on the influence of the texts’ social and political contexts on their 

meanings. Therefore, while Murray’s examination seeks to analyse the 

politics of Ackroyd’s historical echolalia, my intent is instead to explore the 

potential significance that this concept of historical echolalia may have 

when read as a textual strategy that enables Ackroyd to present a specifically 

Gothic depiction of London. 

Barry Lewis’ study, My Words Echo Thus: Possessing the Past in 

Peter Ackroyd, takes a more complimentary stance towards Ackroyd’s 

English antiquarianism. Interestingly, the arguments of Murray and Lewis 

rest on starkly different interpretations of the traces of the past in Ackroyd’s 

rewriting of English history and of London’s ‘spirit of place’.15 Lewis’ 

monograph offers a comprehensive study of Ackroyd’s collection of works, 

up to the date of its publication in 2007, by examining each progression of 

his writing chronologically and within the wider context of his life and 

career. Lewis’ analysis aims to show that the echoic nature of intertextual 

interplay in Ackroyd’s writing across the genres of poetry, biography, 

history, and fiction, has contributed to the development of a group of 

thematic concerns which have come to define his oeuvre. Hence, Lewis 

states, Ackroyd’s preoccupation with the “continuity of the English tradition 

and its love of variety and spectacle; the centrality of London and its 

imperatives of place; and the spiral nature of time” are what suggest such 

an echolalic desire to ‘possess’ the past (to paraphrase the book’s title) 

through his writing.16 Lewis argues that his study will therefore serve to 

“emphasize the many joyous echoes – echoes of literary and cultural history 

– that resound in Ackroyd’s writing”.17 While the comprehensively detailed 

                                                   
15 Barry Lewis, My Words Echo Thus: Possessing the Past in Peter Ackroyd (Columbia, 
South Carolina: University of South Carolina Press, 2007). 

16 Lewis, p. 4. 

17 Lewis, p. 5. 
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nature of Lewis’ study offers an excellent introductory analysis of Ackroyd’s 

whole oeuvre (to the date of its publication), his focus on these ‘joyous 

echoes’ tends to overlook the intertextual ‘echoes’ of a darker nature that 

similarly resonate throughout Ackroyd’s London works, particularly 

through his repeated return to the traumatic or repressed narratives of the 

city’s ‘unofficial’ history. Therefore, in contrast to Lewis’ analysis, this study 

seeks to locate the Gothic dimension of Ackroyd’s echolalic representation 

of the city’s past, by focusing on such ‘darker echoes’ as a form of textual 

haunting within Ackroyd’s writing of the city through the interpretive 

framework of the Gothic mode.  

In 2000, renowned London scholar Julian Wolfreys published the 

study, Peter Ackroyd: The Ludic and Labyrinthine Text, a completed 

version of an unfinished manuscript left by the late Jeremy Gibson, who is 

posthumously credited as first author.18 Gibson and Wolfreys’ work 

foregrounds the significance of the ludic, by which they mean linguistic 

textual ‘play’ in the Derridian sense of the word (as much as there can ever 

be one), within the labyrinthine style of writing that they argue defines 

Ackroyd’s works. They propose that it is the performative nature of 

Ackroyd’s approach to writing which allows him to ‘play’ (in all senses of the 

word) with literary conventions of form and style, with the construction of 

narrative, and most importantly, with the idea of identity itself, throughout 

his poetry and novels. In Gibson and Wolfreys’ analysis, Ackroyd’s 

treatment of English history in his writing is considered a consequent part 

of his textual constructions. They propose that connections are made “for 

no other purpose than the ludic possibility presented in teasing the identity 

of historical moments”.19 However, they also address how Ackroyd’s concept 

of Englishness further functions as a performative element of this identity 

in the composition of his writing, as they state, “the ludic counter-tradition 

will always resurface and return at the very heart of Englishness” because it 

                                                   
18 Jeremy Gibson and Julian Wolfreys, Peter Ackroyd: The Ludic and Labyrinthine Text 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000). The unfortunate details of the circumstances 
which brought the study into being, and that thus shaped its form and style, are eloquently 
described within an academic book review by Jenny Bavidge, “Peter Ackroyd: The Ludic 
and Labyrinthine Text”, Modern Language Review 98.3 (July 2003), 709-710. 

19 Gibson and Wolfreys, p. 21. 
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is “a necessity of that identity” in Ackroyd’s work.20 Yet it is important to 

note that Gibson and Wolfreys’ monograph was released before Ackroyd 

began to publish critical works that explicitly addressed his unique 

approach to rewriting English history, with significant focus on London, and 

of his self-proclaimed belief in the concept of the ‘spirit of place’.21 Gibson 

and Wolfreys’ monograph is thus primarily a deconstructionist study of 

Ackroyd’s poems and novels, with occasional references to his early 

biographical studies, that is heavily informed by the writings of Jacques 

Derrida. Such an approach is but one way of reading Ackroyd’s writing and 

its potential preoccupations, and while Derrida’s theorization of textual 

haunting is indeed apt for Gibson and Wolfreys’ study, I will not be 

employing these understandings in my own approach to textual analysis. 

Moreover, it is necessary to acknowledge that it is not the intent of this study 

to perform an analysis of what has been widely regarded as a contentious 

representation of English history and identity in Ackroyd’s works, as 

Murray and other scholars’ particular research has already so successfully 

done.22 Rather, in this study I wish to take seriously the language and tropes 

                                                   
20 Gibson and Wolfreys, p. 146. 

21 Their work was released before Ackroyd began to consciously organise and publicise 
these beliefs, particularly in interviews and opinion pieces, and specifically within the 
publication of his historical works, namely, Albion: The Origins of the English Imagination 
(2002. New York: Anchor Books, 2004). Subsequent references to Ackroyd’s Albion: The 
Origins of the English Imagination are to this edition and shall appear parenthetically 
within the body of the text. 

22 Ackroyd’s support of the traditional phallocentric English Canon in his writing, his 
neglect of the socio-cultural composition of contemporary England and of Britain itself, 
and his glossing of the nation’s history of imperial colonisation and global warfare in his 
works, are often cited as exemplary reasons for the criticism of his representation as 
essentialist or parochial. Representative examples of such discussions can be found in the 
following: Sophie Cartier, “Peter Ackroyd's English Tradition: From Plethoric 
Impersonality to the Creation of Emotion”, in Impersonality and Emotion in Twentieth-
Century British Literature, ed. by Christine Reynier and Jean-Michel Ganteau 
(Montpellier: Université Montpellier III, 2005), pp. 229-237; Jean-Michel Ganteau, 
“Mongrelization and Assimilation: Peter Ackroyd and the Persistence of Englishness as 
Hybridity”, in Hybridity: Forms and Figures in Literature and the Visual Arts, ed. by 
Vanessa Guignery, Catherine Pesso-Miquel and Francois Specq (Newcastle upon Tyne: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2011), pp. 49-58; Raphaël Ingelbien, “Imagined 
Communities/Imagined Solitudes: Versions of Englishness in Postwar Literature”, 
European Journal of English Studies 8.2 (2004), 159-171; Karolina Kolenda, “London, 
Spirituality, Insularity: The Vision of Englishness in the Writing of Peter Ackroyd”, in 
Central and the Peripheral: Studies in Literature and Culture, ed. by Paweł Schreiber, 
Joanna Malicka and Jakub Lipski (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, 2013), pp. 
107-115; and, Adriana Neagu, “Peter Ackroyd’s Englishness: A Continental View”, 
Contemporary Review 288.1681 (2006), 217-236. 
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of the Gothic mode which Ackroyd actively employs to depict the city of 

London throughout his writing, which I propose work to reveal the city’s 

function as an uncanny site of transhistorical hauntings within both his 

fictional and non-fictional literary London worlds. 

While the critical analysis of London in literature, particularly 

regarding its place within the field of the Gothic, will be discussed later in 

this introduction, it is worth noting that Julian Wolfreys’ own academic 

works have brought the topic of ‘literary London’ to the forefront of much 

contemporary criticism. For example, Wolfreys’ seminal Writing London 

series proposes to examine the depiction of London in literature from the 

nineteenth century onwards, with the three volumes collectively tracing key 

textual representations of the city in famous London writers’ works from the 

Romantics, Victorians, and Modernists to contemporary writers since the 

post-war period (including Ackroyd himself). In the introduction to the first 

volume of the trilogy, Wolfreys endeavours to convey how, through his study 

of famous Londoners’ portrayals of London in literature, he has come to 

believe that “the city dictates its writing”, since London appears: 

simultaneously both big enough and small enough, real and yet more 

than real; a city where X does not mark the spot, but where X may 

(or may not) name that which can never quite be described; a city 

then which, on the one hand, belongs to a book while, on the other 

hand, can never be determined absolutely by a context, whether 

historical, factual or cultural.23 

The analytical approach Wolfreys takes in these volumes echoes what has 

clearly become his own personal preference for methods of textual 

deconstruction inspired by the works of Jacques Derrida, particularly 

Derrida’s famous theorisation of hauntology (his portmanteau of haunting 

and ontology).24 His approach is thus evidence of the scholarship produced 

                                                   
23 Julian Wolfreys, “Introduction: imagining London or, Rainbird was sure of it”, in Writing 
London: The Trace of the Urban Text from Blake to Dickens (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 
1998), pp. 3-27 (p. 9). See Wolfreys, Writing London: The Trace of the Urban Text from 
Blake to Dickens (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1998); Writing London: Materiality, Memory, 
Spectrality (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004); Writing London: Inventions of the 
City (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). 

24 See Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of Debt, The Work of Mourning, and 
The New International, trans. by Peggy Kamuf (New York: Routledge, 1994). Derrida’s 
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out of the what Roger Luckhurst has termed the ‘spectral turn’ in cultural 

criticism in the 1990s in light of Derrida’s development of hauntology 

within Spectres de Marx (published in 1993, translated into English in 

1994), in which the figure of the ghost and its act of haunting came to 

function as a powerful conceptual metaphor, and as an analytical tool for 

contemporary scholars of the Humanities and Social Sciences.25 Wolfreys’ 

body of work is, therefore, principally focused on what he considers to be 

the spectralised act of writing the city, with significance placed on London 

throughout literary history, and he frequently employs Ackroyd’s writings 

in his analyses. London, then, in Wolfreys’ readings of the city is “itself a 

spectral force” that functions as such, throughout Ackroyd’s works, for 

Wolfreys likewise finds it to be “connected to a sense of visionary continuity 

that haunts the topography of the city and holds a ‘true key’ to its 

imagination”.26 This study will further draw on Wolfreys’ conceptualisation 

of London as a ‘spectral force’, and specifically how he has found such an 

understanding to inform the act of writing the city in Ackroyd’s works, but 

it will not follow Wolfreys’ hauntological approach or deconstructionist 

methods of reading. 

                                                   
Specters of Marx develops the concept of hauntology (a French pun that plays on the 
combination of haunting and ontology), which is, in simple terms, a political philosophy of 
haunting and the figure of the spectre as the return of the repressed in society.  

25 Roger Luckhurst, “The Contemporary London Gothic and the Limits of the ‘Spectral 
Turn’”, Textual Practice 16.3 (2002), 527-544. Many consider the publication of Derrida’s 
Specters of Marx to have pioneered a shift in cultural criticism and in academic approaches 
towards the spectral since the 1990s, in which the ghostly has become a representational 
subject for theoretical and conceptual analysis. Further discussion of this movement can 
be found in Maria del Pilar Blanco and Esther Peeren’s The Spectralities Reader: Ghosts 
and Haunting in Contemporary Cultural Theory (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 
2013), which is the first comprehensive critical anthology of the scholarship produced out 
of the early 1990s ‘spectral turn’ in cultural criticism, and features twenty-five previously 
published works by prominent contemporary theorists of the spectral from a wide variety 
of cultural and disciplinary backgrounds, including Luckhurst and Derrida. For my 
published review of the text, please see: Ashleigh Prosser, “Review: Maria del Pilar Blanco 
and Esther Peeren (eds), The Spectralities Reader: Ghosts and Haunting in Contemporary 
Cultural Theory (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 2013)”, Limina: A Journal of 
Historical and Cultural Studies 20.2 (2014),  
<www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au/volumes/20.2/del-pilar-blanco-and-peeren> [last accessed 
20 July 2017] 

26 Julian Wolfreys, “Notes Towards a Poethics of Spectrality: The Examples of Neo-
Victorian Textuality”, in Reading Historical Fiction: The Revenant and Remembered Past, 
ed. by Kate Mitchell and Nicola Parsons (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), pp. 153-
171 (pp. 165-166). 

http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au/volumes/20.2/del-pilar-blanco-and-peeren


12 
 

Susana Onega, an established Ackroydian scholar who has published 

extensively on Ackroyd’s works, consistently argues for the transcendental, 

mythical influence within his literary recreations of England and London’s 

past. Onega began publishing on Ackroyd in 1998 with the short study, Peter 

Ackroyd, which was soon followed by an extended, full-length monograph, 

Metafiction and Myth in the Novels of Peter Ackroyd.27 In the ensuing 

years, she has continued to publish consistently on Ackroyd’s novels within 

numerous articles and book chapters, and has acted as co-editor for several 

academic collections on contemporary British literature, which often 

feature analyses of Ackroyd’s works.28 Onega’s analyses are predominantly 

focused on the mystical aspects of Ackroyd’s writing, often revealed in the 

titles of these works, in which derivatives of ‘vision’, ‘magic’, and ‘myth’, are 

repeated. Consequently, in her work she draws attention to the ways in 

which Ackroyd “attempts to reconcile and unify” both the historical and the 

fictional at a “mythic level”, most frequently through intertextuality, 

references to spiritualism, and the incorporation of philosophical, 

transcendental, and metaphysical plots, climaxes, and endings, into his 

works.29 She proposes that one must thus “learn to read Ackroyd’s novels 

not just literally as fiction, but also analogically as numinous experience”.30 

Onega interprets Ackroyd’s repeated use of hermetic and philosophical 

content, mythic narrative structures, and metaphysical endings, in terms of 

his belief in a sense of Englishness, passed on from Medieval, pre-

Reformation Catholic England. She thus concludes that Ackroyd’s writing 

can be understood to be an attempt at “revisionary recreations” drawn 

variously from the elemental ritualistic forms of “the ballad, musical hall, 

pantomime, and vaudeville” that embody the “true English spirit, the 

                                                   
27 Susana Onega, Metafiction and Myth in the Novels of Peter Ackroyd (Columbia, South 
Carolina: Camden House, 1999). 

28 See Jean-Michel Ganteau and Susana Onega, eds., Trauma and Romance in 
Contemporary British Literature (New York: Routledge, 2013); Susana Onega and Jean-
Michel Ganteau, eds., Ethics and Trauma in Contemporary British Fiction (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2011); and, Susana Onega and John A. Stotesbury, eds., London in Literature: 
Visionary Mappings of the Metropolis (Heidelberg, Germany: Carl Winter 
Universitätsverlag, 2002). 

29 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 181. 

30 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 191. 
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English genius, [and] the English tradition”.31 Collectively, Onega’s works 

ultimately consider Ackroyd to be a visionary writer. However, while I do 

not wish to pursue Ackroyd and his works according to such terms, 

throughout her career Onega has amassed a significant critical corpus on 

the writings of Ackroyd, which addresses his works in broader ways through 

their intertextuality, their thematic preoccupations, and their status as a 

specifically British form of historiographic metafiction. These analyses do 

bear significance for their discussion of Ackroyd’s novels as historiographic 

metafiction, as does her reading of the depiction of London within them, 

with which I will engage throughout this study, whenever relevant. 

Tomasz Niedokos, in his monograph, The Concept of English Culture 

in the Cultural Biographies of Peter Ackroyd, attempts a comprehensive 

study of Ackroyd’s understanding of ‘Englishness’.32 Niedokos’ study is the 

first to analyse the “constitutive elements of Ackroyd’s distinct concept of 

English culture” through Ackroyd’s works of “cultural biography”, a genre 

“which aims to explore the relationship between the territory and the 

culture developing in this territory” that Niedokos proposes is ideally suited 

to Ackroyd’s histories, biographies and in some circumstances, even his 

novels.33 Niedokos, in an approach that seems to have been heavily inspired 

by Onega’s own research, proposes that Ackroyd aims to rewrite England’s 

history in his work from the perspective of a specific transcendental 

understanding of Englishness, one which is informed by “cultural 

Catholicism” and based on the concept of inheritance from the traditions of 

place itself. While ‘Englishness’ is an important concern for Ackroyd, my 

focus will be less on his constructions of national identity than on his Gothic 

representation of London. 

More recently, two doctoral theses on Ackroyd’s fictional depictions 

of the city have been published. The first, Berkem Gürenci Sağlam’s 2012 

monograph, Representations of London in Peter Ackroyd’s Fiction: “The 

                                                   
31 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 5. 

32 Tomasz Niedokos, The Concept of English Culture in the Cultural Biographies of Peter 
Ackroyd (Lublin: Wydawnictwo KUL, 2011). 

33 Niedokos, The Concept of English Culture in the Cultural Biographies of Peter Ackroyd, 
pp. 15-17. 
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Mystical City Universal”, explores Ackroyd’s ‘rewriting’ of history through 

the metafictional techniques of pastiche and parody, apparently exemplified 

in his ‘rewriting’ of the genres of biography and detective fiction in a 

selection of his London fictions.34 Sağlam maintains that, for Ackroyd, the 

city functions as the “unifying element” within these rewritings for it is not 

just a setting in his works but “the spiritual centre of English culture and 

literary heritage”.35 The second, Marta Komsta’s Welcome to the Chemical 

Theatre: The Urban Chronotope in Peter Ackroyd’s Fiction, reads 

Ackroyd’s depiction of London as the “city-as-stage”, by proposing it 

functions as a semiosphere per Yuri Lotman’s theorisation and a 

carnivalesque construct in the Bakhtinian tradition, in which Ackroyd’s 

characters are either “forever trapped in the confines of a text or break free 

into cultural unity, symbolised in the metaphor of English Music”.36 As 

Sağlam’s study is primarily concerned with Ackroyd’s parody and pastiche 

of the genres of detective fiction and biography, and the focus of Komsta’s 

analysis is placed on the semiotic function of his construction of the city-

space, neither work sufficiently addresses the significance of the particularly 

Gothic aspects of Peter Ackroyd’s London fiction, which the analyses of this 

study shall attempt to provide. Finally, it is necessary to acknowledge briefly 

the publication of Peter Chalupský’s A Horror and a Beauty: The World of 

Peter Ackroyd’s London Novels, a monograph that revises Chalupský’s own 

collection of work on Ackroyd’s writing from various published articles and 

book chapters.37 Unfortunately, Chalupský’s book was released towards the 

end of 2016, and therefore its analyses could not be adequately incorporated 

into this study. However, in this study I have actively engaged with many of 

Chalupský’s previous publications on Ackroyd’s works, the arguments of 

which appear to have been revised for inclusion within his monograph. 

                                                   
34 Berkem Gürenci Sağlam, Representations of London in Peter Ackroyd’s Fiction: “The 
Mystical City Universal” (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 2012). 

35 Sağlam, p. 15. 

36 Marta Komsta, Welcome to the Chemical Theatre: The Urban Chronotope in Peter 
Ackroyd's Fiction (Frankfurt: Peter Lang GmbH Internationaler Verlag der 
Wissenschaften, 2015), p. 200. 

37 Petr Chalupský, A Horror and a Beauty: The World of Peter Ackroyd's London Novels 
(Prague: Karolinum Press, 2016). 
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In light of previous scholarship, then, and to reiterate the aim of this 

study, I endeavour to analyse a quartet of Ackroyd’s historiographic 

metafictions set in London, Hawksmoor, The House of Doctor Dee, Dan 

Leno and the Limehouse Golem, and The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, 

alongside a selection of Ackroyd’s fictional and non-fictional London 

writings, by specifically reading them through the lens of the Gothic mode. 

Ackroyd’s historiographic metafictions often embrace the tropes of the 

Gothic and are undoubtedly built upon uncanny effects generated by his 

creation of spectral, labyrinthine versions of London in which the past and 

the present haunt one another, so much so that they sometimes cannot be 

distinguished by the reader. Previous scholarship has often taken the form 

of brief tropological studies of Gothic effects in particular novels by Ackroyd 

and of his representation of London as a Gothic topography; however, there 

has been no comprehensive study of the ways in which the Gothic can be 

read to function in both Ackroyd’s fictional and non-fictional London works 

as a paradigm of the uncanny that shapes the narratives of the city itself.38   

By reading Ackroyd’s historical, critical, and fictional works together 

in this study, the city’s history is revealed to be a collection of narratives that 

are shaped by the place itself, within which Ackroyd finds moments of 

transhistorical significance that he believes combine to define the ‘spirit of 

place’ as a “territorial imperative, by means of which a local area can 

influence or guide all those who inhabit it” (Albion: The Origins of the 

English Imagination, p. 464). Most interestingly, when writing of this 

concept of the ‘spirit of place’, Ackroyd’s narration frequently describes it 

through the language of the Gothic mode, as an experience of haunting or 

being haunted, and as a kind of spectral continuity, telling descriptions that 

evoke the spectral as part of the uncanny and the Gothic tradition. Ackroyd’s 

                                                   
38 For some initial examples of such research, see the following: David Ashford, “The 
Mechanics of the Occult: London’s Psychogeographical Fiction as Key to Understanding 
the Roots of the Gothic”, Literary London Journal 10.2 (Autumn 2013),  
<http://literarylondon.org/the-literary-london-journal/archive-of-the-literary-london-
journal/issue-10-2/the-mechanics-of-the-occult-londons-psychogeographical-fiction-as-
key-to-understanding-the-roots-of-the-gothic/> [last accessed 20 July 2017]; Jean-Michel 
Ganteau, “Un-Remaindering Gothic Romance: Peter Ackroyd's Logic of Affect”, 
Anglophonia: French Journal of English Studies 15 (2004), 243-253; Alex Link, “‘The 
Capitol of Darknesse’: Gothic Spatialities in the London of Peter Ackroyd's Hawksmoor”, 
Contemporary Literature 45.3 (2004), 516-537. 

http://literarylondon.org/the-literary-london-journal/archive-of-the-literary-london-journal/issue-10-2/the-mechanics-of-the-occult-londons-psychogeographical-fiction-as-key-to-understanding-the-roots-of-the-gothic/
http://literarylondon.org/the-literary-london-journal/archive-of-the-literary-london-journal/issue-10-2/the-mechanics-of-the-occult-londons-psychogeographical-fiction-as-key-to-understanding-the-roots-of-the-gothic/
http://literarylondon.org/the-literary-london-journal/archive-of-the-literary-london-journal/issue-10-2/the-mechanics-of-the-occult-londons-psychogeographical-fiction-as-key-to-understanding-the-roots-of-the-gothic/
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narratives of this ‘spirit of place’ find their most frequent expression within 

London, since for Ackroyd, it is “an echoic city, filled with shadows,” that 

has “always been troubled by ghosts”, and so often appears as “a spectral 

city” haunted by its own history in his works in which “the dead seem to be 

pursuing at the heels of the living” (London: The Biography, p. 452, p. 212, 

p. 775). It may perhaps become clear why many of Ackroyd’s London novels 

have a foreboding atmosphere and menacing undertone that is distinctly 

evocative of the Gothic, and some overtly invoke this Gothic tradition 

through their macabre narratives and grotesque characters that seem to 

echo famous Gothic works. Furthermore, many of Ackroyd’s main 

characters are themselves fictional ‘ghosts’ of long-dead historical English 

figures, and while some characters experience mysterious ghostly presences 

and have encounters with the dead, others are haunted by visions or 

versions of themselves through encounters with their own doppelgängers. 

In some of Ackroyd’s fiction and certainly in his biographies, Ackroyd 

himself seems to channel the voices of deceased famous English or London 

authors, for Ackroyd’s own characters are often haunted by their works, and 

occasionally, even become ghostly rewritings of them.39 It is, therefore, from 

these premises that my study proceeds for it will endeavour to provide an 

original interpretation of Ackroyd’s aforementioned quartet of 

historiographic metafictions set in London, and the uncanny Gothic 

elements that I argue come to define the creation of his literary London 

world(s).  

The Gothic, as David Punter and Glennis Byron have famously noted, 

“remains a notoriously difficult field to define”, since for over two hundred 

and fifty years, the body of work considered to be ‘Gothic’ has become “a 

staggering, limping, lurching form, akin to the monsters it so frequently 

describes”.40 Since the late twentieth century, a steady stream of critical 

studies of the Gothic have been published that offer explorations of its 

                                                   
39 It should be noted here that the scope of this study simply does not allow for a discussion 
of the large collection of biographies that Ackroyd has published on many famous figures 
throughout history, including numerous English authors, nor will it be addressing 
Ackroyd’s poetry collections, or his (exceptionally few) novels which are not set in London.  

40 David Punter and Glennis Byron, “Introduction”, in The Gothic (Hoboken: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2008), xviii-xx, (xviii, xix). 
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history and traditions, examinations of its various forms and styles, and 

theorisations of its genres and sub-genres. The rich history of the Gothic has 

thus been canvased by a plethora of academics, and it would be impossible 

for me to provide a critical overview of the ever-growing field herein for the 

complexity of it itself equates to a book-length study; nevertheless, 

throughout this study, I will continue to critically engage with many further 

examples of contemporary Gothic scholarship. Indeed, the Gothic has 

encountered a seemingly worldwide rejuvenation within contemporary 

popular culture(s) of the twenty-first century, and this renewal has sparked 

an increasingly interdisciplinary interest across global academic circles, 

from which numerous Gothic journals, edited collections, and scholarly 

societies have emerged. Take, for example, the International Gothic 

Association (IGA) founded in 1991, or, the Gothic Association of New 

Zealand and Australia (GANZA) founded in 2012, which are both 

associations that conduct themed biennial conferences and host online 

peer-reviewed journals, Gothic Studies, and, Aeternum: The Journal of 

Contemporary Gothic Studies, respectively.  

What is most notable about the Gothic, regardless of its form, is that 

it is, and always has been, highly self-referential. The Gothic feeds upon its 

own past, on the narratives of its previous forms, each time remaking itself 

anew yet always uncannily so, for it is in its own image. In the modern 

Gothic, it thus often appears that the author is, to borrow Allan Lloyd 

Smith’s wonderful image, “ransacking an imaginary museum of pastness”.41 

I therefore consider the definition of the Gothic as a ‘mode’ to best apply to 

this study’s reading of its presence in Ackroyd’s work, for the way in which 

David Punter, one of the foremost scholars of the Gothic, describes it as “a 

mode – perhaps the mode – of unofficial history”.42 In all of Ackroyd’s 

writing of London, he appears obsessed with such unofficial narratives of 

the city, with the return of its repressed pasts, and the ways in which they 

                                                   
41 Allan Lloyd Smith, “Postmodernism/Gothicism”, in Modern Gothic: A Reader, ed. by 
Victor Sage and Allan Lloyd Smith (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996), pp. 
6-19 (p. 11). 

42 David Punter, The Literature of Terror. A History of Gothic Fictions from 1765 to the 
Present Day. Volume 2: The Modern Gothic, revised 2nd edn (1996. New York and London: 
Routledge, 2014), p. 198. 
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appear to have become embodied within the city itself through its ‘spirit of 

place’. In considering Ackroyd’s view of the city as a living entity in his 

works, then, the term “living Gothic”, first proposed by Lorna Piatti-Farnell 

and Maria Beville, is most useful for it encompasses the ways in which the 

mode’s “histories, practices, and legacies that have extended out from a long 

literary tradition” have effectively established the contemporary Gothic “as 

a living culture in its own right”.43 The Gothic, then, to quote Piatti-Farnell 

and Beville, “has never been more alive than it is today”.44 It is this culture 

of a ‘living Gothic’ that I shall argue Ackroyd embodies with his construction 

of his London worlds, and his depiction of this city’s Gothic genius loci. 

Since the focus of this study is on the representation of London in 

Ackroyd’s writing, it has to contend with the considerably large field of 

scholarship that has been produced on the depiction of the city of London 

in literature. This area of research has garnered increasing academic 

interest in recent years, which has resulted in the publication of an 

assortment of edited collections and critical companions to the city’s 

literature.45 As Luckhurst notes, critical discussion of literary London since 

the 1980s onwards has been marked by the “newly Gothicized appreciation” 

of the city, wherein the “psychic topography” of London often becomes the 

means through which “traumatic memory is recovered on the ground of the 

city’s buried history”.46 Luckhurst notes, therefore, that many of these texts 

appear to “engage in historical excavations that self-reflexively incorporate 

knowledge of the Gothic genre itself”.47 As such, in what has now become a 

                                                   
43 Lorna Piatti-Farnell and Maria Beville, “Introduction: Living Gothic”, in The Gothic and 
the Everyday: Living Gothic, ed. by Lorna Piatti-Farnell and Maria Beville (Basinstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), pp. 1-12 (p. 1). 

44 Piatti-Farnell and Beville, p. 1. 

45 For some examples of this scholarship, see the following: Joe Kerr and Andrew Gibson, 
eds., London: From Punk to Blair, revised 2nd edn (2003. London: Reaktion Books, 2012); 
Lawrence Manley, ed., The Cambridge Companion to the Literature of London 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); and the very recently released volume, 
Nick Hubble and Phillip Tew, eds., London in Contemporary British Fiction: The City 
Beyond the City (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 2016). In addition to these works, 
the online refereed Literary London Journal has consistently produced two volumes of 
scholarship per year since 2003, and eventually spawned its own academic association, 
Literary London Society, who have hosted an annual conference exclusively dedicated to 
the study of the field since 2011. 

46 Luckhurst, “The Contemporary London Gothic”, pp. 527-528. 

47 Luckhurst, “The Contemporary London Gothic”, p. 529. 
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seminal text in the field of study, Luckhurst argues that “what the 

contemporary London Gothic most evidently articulates is not simply empty 

structural repetitions of polytemporal spookiness”, but that they are the 

very “symptoms of that curious mix of tyranny and farce that constitutes 

London governance”.48  

The ‘London Gothic’ thus encompasses perhaps no less than all of 

literary London, and exemplary of such research is Lawrence Phillips and 

Anne Witchard’s edited collection, London Gothic: Place, Space and the 

Gothic Imagination, published in 2010.49  Their collection of essays from 

prominent academics is the first of its kind to focus solely on specifically 

Gothic representations of London in literature, and its interdisciplinary 

form allows for the inclusion of a wide variety of critical approaches that 

examine the significance of London as the historical source of the urban 

Gothic, from its origins in nineteenth-century works to its presence in 

contemporary popular culture. According to Witchard and Phillips, the 

‘London Gothic’ has thus become a significant categorisation within the 

study of London in literature, and more widely, in the fields of both urban 

studies, and perhaps self-evidently, that of the Gothic. The ‘London Gothic’, 

in Witchard and Phillips words, remains “as important for understanding 

ourselves today as it has been for thinking about the cultural productions of 

the late nineteenth century”.50  

Therefore, one can conclude that the nexus between the Gothic and 

London, its history and its fiction, provides an important framework for 

reading the works of Peter Ackroyd. I am of course aware that the Gothic 

does not fully encompass or characterise all of Ackroyd’s literary 

production, and that there are other aesthetics at work within Ackroyd’s 

writing.51 However, while London’s Gothic representation is just one 

                                                   
48 Luckhurst, “The Contemporary London Gothic”, p. 536. 

49 Lawrence Phillips and Anne Witchard, eds., London Gothic: Place, Space and the Gothic 
Imagination (London: Continuum, 2010). 

50 Anne Witchard and Lawrence Phillips, “Introduction”, in London Gothic: Place, Space 
and the Gothic Imagination, ed. by Phillips and Witchard, pp. 1-5 (p. 1). 

51 For a few brief examples of some of the many alternative approaches that could be taken 
when forming a reading of Ackroyd’s writing, see the following works: Jean-Michel 
Ganteau, The Ethics and Aesthetics of Vulnerability in Contemporary British Fiction (New 
York: Routledge, 2015), pp. 35-68; Jean-Michel Ganteau, “Peter Ackroyd, Kitsch and the 
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possible reading of his oeuvre, it is one of his most deeply held tenets, and 

is therefore what I have chosen to pursue in this study. The analysis that 

follows is divided into two parts, each containing two chapters. Part One: 

Haunting Time, Haunting Space addresses how the conceptualisation of 

space and time contributes to an understanding of the construction of place 

and its history in Ackroyd’s writing on London, by exploring the specifically 

haunted and haunting connections that can be found when they are viewed 

through the lens of the Gothic mode. Part Two: Textual Hauntings and the 

Ghosts of the Gothic focuses on how specific tropes of the Gothic can be read 

within the literary London of Ackroyd’s creation, by examining the uncanny 

presence of Gothic doubling within the haunting returns of textual 

phantoms and monstrous doppelgängers in the four novels. 

Chapter One, “The Abhuman City in Peter Ackroyd’s London Works: 

A Gothic Theory of the History of Place”, provides the theoretical 

foundations upon which the analytical work of my study will build, by 

addressing the study of spatial and temporal haunting in a selection of Peter 

Ackroyd’s London-based works. The chapter explores the ways in which 

history, geography, and the Gothic intersect to reveal a Gothic theory of the 

history of place at work in Ackroyd’s writing, and considers Ackroyd’s trilogy 

of London histories, London: The Biography, Thames: Sacred River, and 

London Under, in conjunction with his London fiction more generally.52 I 

argue that within both sets of works, Ackroyd complicates the relationship 

between history and geography in the city by engaging with the language 

and tropes of the Gothic mode to explore what he believes is the city’s Gothic 

genius loci, or, ‘spirit of place’, for I propose that within these writings, 

                                                   
Logic of Impersonal Imitation”, in Impersonality and Emotion in Twentieth-Century 
British Literature, ed. by Christine Reynier and Jean-Michel Ganteau (Montpellier: 
Université Montpellier III, 2005), pp. 239-249; Susana Onega-Jaén, “The Descent to the 
Underworld and the Transition from Ego to Eidos in the Novels of Peter Ackroyd”, in 
Beyond Borders: Re-Defining Generic and Ontological Boundaries, ed. by Ramón Plo-
Alastrué and María Jesús Martínez-Alfaro (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitätsverlag, 
2002), pp. 157-174; and, John J. Su, “The Pastoral and the Postmodern”, in Imagination 
and the Contemporary Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), pp. 55-81. 

52 Peter Ackroyd, London: The Biography (2000. London: Vintage, 2001); Thames: Sacred 
River (London: Chatto & Windus, 2007); London Under (2011. London: Vintage, 2012). 
Subsequent references are to these editions and shall appear parenthetically within the 
body of the text. 
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Ackroyd frequently employs imagery that anthropomorphically transforms 

London into something akin to the abhuman monster of the Gothic mode. 

Chapter Two, “No Place Like Home: Urban Hauntings and The 

Haunted House Chronotope in The House of Doctor Dee”, explores a 

chronotopic approach to reading the haunted house in Ackroyd’s seventh 

novel, The House of Doctor Dee, to reveal how the spatial embodiment of 

historical time functions to uncanny effect in Ackroyd’s fictional London, in 

which specific architectural sites return the repressed of the past to the 

present through a character’s interactions within them. I explore London’s 

manifestation as a haunted site of uncanny transhistorical continuity, and 

how the trope of the textual séance functions chronotopically within the 

visionary transcendental scenes that end some of Ackroyd’s historiographic 

metafictions, and through a close comparison of the conclusions of both 

Hawksmoor and The House of Doctor Dee. 

Chapter Three, “‘Here we are again!’: Textual Hauntings in Dan Leno 

and The Limehouse Golem and The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein”, 

explores how the presence of textual hauntings, and the uncanny feelings of 

déjà vu that they generate, help to create the (meta)textual séances through 

which we may come to understand Ackroyd’s fictional aesthetic. I argue that 

the 1811 Ratcliffe Highway massacre and the unsolved ‘Jack the Ripper’ 

murders of 1888 alongside the Gothic literature they inspired, as well as 

Thomas De Quincey’s 1827 essay “On Murder Considered as One of the Fine 

Arts”, and Mary Shelley’s famous Gothic novel, Frankenstein, or, The 

Modern Prometheus, are reworked into these novels as textual revenants 

that come to retrospectively haunt the characteristically Urban Gothic 

Victorian London of Ackroyd’s novels in uncannily doubled and self-

reflexive ways, as Ackroyd functions as the ‘medium’ conjuring up these 

textual phantoms. 

Chapter Four, “Monsters, Ghosts, and Golems: The Doppelgänger in 

Peter Ackroyd’s Gothic Historiographic Metafictions”, proposes that in 

Ackroyd’s writing the trope of doubling is made Gothic when the uncanny 

appearance of the double becomes monstrous through the depiction of the 

doppelgänger as another twinned self, or, as the duplication and projection 
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of the divided self. I analyse the twinned selves of Nicholas Dyer and 

Nicholas Hawksmoor in Hawksmoor alongside Matthew Palmer and 

Doctor Dee in The House of Doctor Dee, and the monstrous projection of 

the divided self in the characters of Elizabeth Cree and her ‘Limehouse 

Golem’ in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem and Victor Frankenstein and 

his ‘Monster’ in The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein.  

In summing up the implications of these readings in my conclusion, 

I suggest that Ackroyd’s fictional London world could be read as the ‘real’ 

city’s monstrous doppelgänger, for its Gothic spirit of place is embodied 

within the abhuman city of Ackroyd’s literary creation. Finally, I then 

address the potential significance of the arguments of this work for possible 

future research on Ackroyd’s writing, in order to bring the study to a close.  

Throughout this study, I have included several black and white 

photographs that I captured during a personal trip to London in 2016, which 

serve to provide a visual division between the two parts of the study and 

each of the chapters. The photographs feature pertinent sites that I have 

found to recur within Ackroyd’s writings of the city of London, which are 

referenced throughout the study. The inclusion of images of these sites as 

they exist within the material world of the city, alongside my analysis of their 

textual representation within Ackroyd’s writing, I hope will emphasise 

further the uncanny blurring of spatial imaginaries and storied histories 

that this study analyses within Ackroyd’s imagined literary London world. 
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Photograph 1: View of Tower Bridge from the north bank of the Thames, London (Author, February 28, 
2016). 
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Photograph 2: The fountain at Fountain Court in Middle Temple, London (Author, February 28, 2016). 
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PART ONE: HAUNTING TIME, HAUNTING SPACE 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

THE ABHUMAN CITY IN  

PETER ACKROYD’S LONDON WORKS:  

A GOTHIC THEORY OF THE HISTORY OF PLACE 

 

“That which is Gothicized depends on history and the stories it needs to tell 

itself.” 

Robert Mighall1 

 

As Robert Mighall has argued, the Gothic is a mode fundamentally 

concerned with history and geography.2 This chapter will provide the 

theoretical foundations upon which I will undertake the study of spatial and 

temporal haunting in a selection of Peter Ackroyd’s London-based works. It 

explores the ways in which history, geography, and the Gothic intersect to 

reveal a Gothic theory of the history of place at work in Ackroyd’s writing. It 

does so with specific reference to Ackroyd’s trilogy of histories on the city, 

London: The Biography, Thames: Sacred River, and London Under, and 

more generally to his fiction set in London. Much of the scholarship concerning 

the Gothic in Ackroyd’s works has tended to focus on tropological, genre-based 

analysis of his more celebrated novels, whilst very little has been written with 

regard to the potential significance the Gothic as a mode has for reading the 

relationship Ackroyd constructs between the city’s history and geography 

within his historical writing.3 In this chapter, I will argue that within both sets 

of works, Ackroyd complicates the relationship between history and geography 

                                                   
1 Robert Mighall, A Geography of Victorian Gothic Fiction: Mapping History's Nightmares 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), xxv. 

2 Mighall, A Geography of Victorian Gothic Fiction, xiv. 

3 I made note of this in the introduction to this study (see footnote 37 of the previous chapter), 
in which I refer to the such representative examples of the tropological study of the Gothic in 
Ackroyd’s writing. 
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in the city by engaging with the language and tropes of the mode to explore 

what he believes to be “a Gothic genius loci of London fighting against the 

spirit of the classic” (London: The Biography, p. 580).  

In this study, I propose that Ackroyd frequently has recourse to imagery 

that anthropomorphically transforms London into something akin to the 

abhuman monster of the Gothic mode. This is revealed by analysing the 

presence of such Gothic discourses of monstrosity, spectrality, and the 

uncanny within his historical and his fictional constructions of the city. 

Ackroyd’s Gothic representation of the city in this manner is furthered 

throughout his works by his consistent suggestion that ‘it’ (London) is capable 

of an uncanny form of agency, a kind of spectral consciousness through which 

the city ‘itself’ is able to exert influence over ‘its’ inhabitants. The simultaneous 

metaphorical representation of London as a living entity in both corporeal and 

incorporeal forms, as an ab-human-body and as a spectral-consciousness, 

provides the key to understanding what I believe to be a Gothic theory of the 

history of place at work within Ackroyd’s fictional and non-fictional depictions 

of the city; wherein, London’s history and geography are fused together to form 

a palimpsest, one that the analyses of this study will endeavour to show is 

symbolically manifested through spatial hauntings, textual traces, and 

uncanny returns.  

 

WRITING LONDON’S PAST AS NARRATIVE:  

ACKROYD, HISTORY, AND THE ‘SPIRIT OF PLACE’ 

 

Published during the first decade of the twenty-first century, Ackroyd’s 

series of companion volumes on London’s history, London: The Biography, 

Thames: Sacred River, and London Under, explores through collections of 

short thematic narratives the continuities he believes to exist within the city’s 

socio-cultural history from its pre-historic beginnings to the present day. 

However, this is not achieved through an overarching linear chronology 

traditional to empirical historiography. Rather, as Ackroyd argues in the first 

volume of the trilogy, London: The Biography, London “defies chronology” 
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and so must the writing of its biography, implying that to trace the existence of 

these narratives of continuity within the city’s past, one must abandon 

conventional means of writing history (p. 2). In fact, Ackroyd’s claim to have 

completely rejected chronology in his writing of London: The Biography is 

hyperbolic. Within each of the chapters there is (of necessity) a loose 

chronology one must follow in order to trace the continuities Ackroyd finds 

within the city’s history. As Lawrence Phillips has suggested, Ackroyd’s effort 

to “encapsulate an absent chronology is at odds with the linearity of story-time 

that lies behind any narrative, not to mention the actual chronology of the 

process of reading”, which leads Phillips to rightly conclude that Ackroyd is 

performing an “elaborate deceit to promote the conceit that London ‘defies 

chronology’” because “if it were true, no narrative of the city would be 

possible.”4 It is apparent, then, that Ackroyd’s attempt at a fragmented non-

linear structure has more importance than simply representing a desire to 

mimic his own vision of the city; it provides the literary means through which 

he reveals to his readers his narrative’s historiographical premise, that “if the 

history of London poverty is beside a history of London madness, then the 

connections may provide more significant information than any orthodox 

historiographical survey” (London: The Biography, p. 2).  

Abjuring the use of chronological structure or the detailed citation of 

‘orthodox’ academic history (despite engaging in scholarly levels of research), 

Ackroyd’s trilogy may be read and understood more productively as the 

narrative histories of a contemporary popular, or even ‘celebrity’, historian.5 

Jerome De Groot considers the rise of the popular ‘celebrity’ historian to be 

representative of a particular moment in 1990s British society when academic 

debates around discourses of ‘History’ and ‘Heritage’ and their functions 

shifted, and notably became “part of a media culture less interested in the 

                                                   
4 Lawrence Phillips, London Narratives: Post War Fiction and the City (London: Continuum, 
2006), p. 134. 

5 The results of this scholarly practice can sometimes be found in his works in a small selection 
of endnotes, an index, a list of illustrations, and the occasional bibliography, essay on sources 
or further reading section. It is well known that Ackroyd thoroughly immerses himself in 
extensive and varied research, and keeps a strictly timetabled working day to balance research 
and writing for each of his various projects. See Jody Rosen, “Peter Ackroyd’s London Calling”, 
The New York Times T Magazine (12 September 2013), 
<tmagazine.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/09/12/arts-and-letters-peter-ackroyds-london-
calling/> [last accessed 20 July 2017] 

http://tmagazine.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/09/12/arts-and-letters-peter-ackroyds-london-calling/
http://tmagazine.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/09/12/arts-and-letters-peter-ackroyds-london-calling/
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factual than in narratives and personalities”.6 The endurance of the figure of 

the popular historian in print and on television in the years that have followed 

thus serves to emphasise how an individual’s unique personality or literary 

writing style has become “as important as factual precision and innovative 

historiography” for contemporary audiences.7 As the twentieth century drew 

to a close, global changes to socio-cultural, economic, and political landscapes 

in the West challenged institutionalised powers and ideologically motivated 

versions of history, allowing for the expansion of ‘History’ to include narratives 

that were previously marginalised or repressed, forgotten or erased. According 

to Alan Robinson, the “gradual displacement of social history by cultural 

history” was spurred by such changes, as:  

accelerating social and technological transformation, the late-capitalist 

culture of obsolescence, the end of the Cold War and repeated 

commemoration of the Second World War […] generated enormous 

public interest in the recuperation of the personal and local past.8  

One can claim that the rise of popular narrative histories, and indeed the 

genre’s widespread success in both print and other media such as television, is 

the direct result of such developments. The accessibility of its form and 

engaging style is indicative of the relationship that ‘History’ and discourses of 

narrative have now come to share in postmodern culture, because, in historian 

Hayden White’s words, “the conjuring up of the past requires art as well as 

information”.9 Popular narrative histories are thus not to be understood as 

attempts at the “standardisation of history as a unified product”; rather, their 

multiplicity, variety, and proliferation successfully work to reflect the 

increasing “complexity of contemporary cultural and social interface” in the 

postmodern period and beyond.10  

                                                   
6 Jerome De Groot, Consuming History: Historians and Heritage in Contemporary Popular 
Culture (New York: Routledge, 2009), p. 17. 

7 De Groot, p. 44. 

8 Alan Robinson, Narrating the Past: Historiography, Memory and the Contemporary Novel 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), p. 6. 

9 Hayden White, “Introduction: Historical Fiction, Fictional History, and Historical Reality”, 
Rethinking History 9.2/3 (2005), 147-157 (p. 149). 

10 De Groot, p. 6. 
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Contemporary British novelists have been equally involved in this 

interface since the 1980s through the popular resurgence of creative 

(re)writings of ‘History’ in traditional historical fiction and its postmodern 

revitalisation in new works of historiographic metafiction. Famously defined 

by Linda Hutcheon as a genre including “those well-known and popular novels 

which are intensely self-reflexive and yet paradoxically also lay claim to 

historical events and personages”, works of historiographic metafiction 

incorporate an important “theoretical self-awareness of history and fiction as 

human constructs” to facilitate the “rethinking and reworking of the forms and 

contents of the past”.11 Historiographic metafiction is not simply an extension 

of metafiction, which Patricia Waugh defined in her influential work as 

“fictional writing which self-consciously and systematically draws attention to 

its status as an artefact in order to pose questions about the relationship 

between fiction and reality”.12 Rather it is a direct development of the 

postmodern period’s overwhelming concern with what the constructs of 

‘Fiction’ and ‘Reality’ themselves mean in the context of the practice of writing 

‘History’ and ‘Literature’. Scholars have often chosen to read various novels by 

Ackroyd as exemplary of certain philosophical or aesthetic theories regarding 

postmodernism, particularly as representative of a specific kind of British 

historiographic metafiction, and its subgenres such as the metahistorical 

romance or postmodern (anti)detective fiction.13 Of course, the definition of 

‘postmodernism’, as a period and as a concept, is highly contested and 

                                                   
11 Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism, p. 5. Hutcheon also uses Ackroyd’s novel 
Hawksmoor throughout her highly influential work to help explain a form of British 
historiographic metafiction, and to support her argument that the playful combination of 
history with metafiction in narratives of historiographic metafiction works to fulfil the poetics 
(and politics) demanded of postmodernism and its literature, which will be discussed 
throughout this study. 

12 Patricia Waugh, Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction (London: 
Routledge, 1984), p. 2. 

13 Throughout this study, I propose to establish that the commonalities between my selection 
of Ackroyd’s historiographic metafictions set in London are specifically Gothic. Onega has 
published extensively on postmodern British historiographic metafiction with reference to 
Ackroyd’s novels and her definitive study, Metafiction and Myth, functions as a representative 
example of such work. For further studies that also reference how Ackroyd’s novels function 
as a part of the genre, or within subgenres of historiographic metafiction, see the following: 
Amy J. Elias, Sublime Desire: History and Post-1960s Fiction (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2001); Alison Lee, Realism and Power: Postmodern British Fiction 
(London: Routledge, 1990); Elisabeth Wesseling, Writing History as a Prophet: 
Postmodernist Innovations of the Historical Novel (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 1991). 
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continues to be hotly debated in academia to this day. It is thus necessary to 

proceed with caution in its usage. For the purposes of my argument, I find it 

most pertinent to recall Andreas Huyssen’s definition of postmodernism as the 

movement away from modernism’s discussion of “present futures” to the 

“present pasts” characteristic of the dominant discourses of the 1980s and 

1990s, when the privileging of dialogues of trauma, the abject, and the uncanny 

signified the return of “repression, specters, and a present repetitively haunted 

by the past”.14 Regardless of whether he is writing fiction, biography, or 

history, Ackroyd does regularly employ a collection of what have been 

conventionally categorised as postmodern narrative devices that include 

parody, pastiche, irony, intertextuality, mimesis and the metafictional in this 

context, the use of which will be relevant throughout this study in relation to 

the Gothic. However, it is worth noting that in interviews Ackroyd himself has 

frequently opposed the use of the term postmodernism, and his common 

classification as a postmodern(ist) writer, because of a firmly held belief that 

such acts of literary ventriloquism are instead part of an older English artistic 

inheritance, to which our discussion will return later in the chapter.15 

Nevertheless, from the late twentieth to the early twenty-first century, 

Ackroyd’s consistent and complex engagement with the discourses of ‘History’ 

and ‘Heritage’ in his popular biographical, historical, and metafictional works 

provides a body of support to scholar Suzanne Keen’s claim that contemporary 

writers “need not be steeped in academic historiographical debates to engage 

in the popular discussion of history and heritage”.16 In this chapter, through 

                                                   
14 Andreas Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2003), p. 8. 

15 In an interview with Onega published in 1996, when asked whether he would describe his 
work as ‘postmodernist’, Ackroyd states that this “combination of high and low, farce and 
tragedy, is something which is innate in the English tradition [...] as far as I am concerned, it’s 
just part of the inheritance that goes back as far as a thousand years. It’s nothing really to do 
with postmodernism”, see Onega, “An Interview with Peter Ackroyd”, Twentieth Century 
Literature 42.2 (1996), 208-220 (pp. 217-218). Similarly, during an interview in 2007, when 
asked his opinion of postmodernism, Ackroyd replies: “I don’t know anything about it, I don’t 
use the term, I don’t feel the need to use the term. I assume it must apply to me because it must 
apply to all writers after a certain date, I suppose, theoretically at least, but it doesn’t impinge 
upon my life, upon my writing or upon anything”, see Lidia Vianu, “Interviewing Peter Ackroyd 
Part 2: ‘Each book is a different reason to exist’”, The European English Messenger 16.1 
(2007), 56-70 (p. 58). 

16 Suzanne Keen, Romances of the Archive in Contemporary British Fiction (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2003), p. 98. 
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reading Ackroyd’s historical volumes on London’s history in conjunction with 

his novels of the city, I endeavour to show that Ackroyd’s practice of 

‘postmodern’ urban historiography rewrites London’s past just as Keen claims, 

as part of a larger literary narrative of history, as the ‘biography’ of its ‘life’ 

conjured from sites of transhistorical memory. The first volume in Ackroyd’s 

trilogy of London histories is thus not, as it purports to be, ‘the’ biography of 

London, but rather ‘the’ biography of Peter Ackroyd’s imagined London.17 It 

simultaneously functions, in Jean-Michel Ganteau’s words, as a hybrid “piece 

of cultural history, a biography, and a fictional account (and perhaps simply a 

fiction)”.18 Each of the three volumes contains an inherently subjective 

montage of narratives, which when collected together, reveal Ackroyd’s 

personal vision of the city and its history to be a constructed narrative of 

transhistorical continuity.19 I will argue that this vision is imbued with the 

Gothic, informed by his metafictional practices, and maintained throughout 

his London works. 

As Ackroyd has developed as a writer, from aspiring poet to literary 

critic, from biographer and novelist to popular historian, so too has his 

writing’s expression of what has now clearly become an obsession with English 

history and the rewriting of London’s past. Of the seventeen novels, thirteen 

biographical studies, and eleven volumes of history that the prolific author has 

published to date, only five have not been concerned with an element of 

England’s past or an English historical personage.20 Furthermore, the chapters 

                                                   
17 Lewis claims that Ackroyd has created throughout his oeuvre his own inimitable vision of 
the city that we may refer to as “Ackroyd’s London, in the way that we might talk of Dickens’ 
London, Joyce’s Dublin, or Hardy’s Wessex”, p. 188. 

18 Jean-Michel Ganteau, “London: The Biography, or, Peter Ackroyd's Sublime Geographies”, 
in London in Literature: Visionary Mappings of the Metropolis, ed. by Onega and Stotesbury, 
pp. 211-231 (p. 212). 

19 It is worth remembering, then, as Phillips notes in London Narratives: Post-War Fiction 
and the City, that such “literary representations of London’s history therefore exist to create 
an impression, a representation, of the city as lived experience – not of course ‘reality’ itself”, 
p. 135. 

20 These works are as follows: Ezra Pound and His World (London: Thames and Hudson, 
1980); T. S. Eliot: A Life (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1984); Venice: Pure City (London: 
Chatto & Windus, 2009); The Fall of Troy (London: Chatto & Windus, 2006); and Poe: A Life 
Cut Short (London: Chatto & Windus, 2008). This tally does not include any abridged or 
coffee-table versions of Ackroyd’s works, nor does it include the following: Peter Ackroyd. The 
Collection: Journalism, Reviews, Essays, Short Stories, Lectures; his two critical studies, 
Notes for a New Culture (London: Vision Press, 1976) and Dressing Up, Transvestism and 
Drag: The History of an Obsession (London: Thames and Hudson, 1979); his four collections 
of poetry Ouch (London: The Curiously Strong Press, 1971), London Lickpenny (London: Ferry 
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of London: The Biography, Thames: Sacred River, and London Under, 

contain narratives of London’s past that are structured around the tracing of 

specific continuities Ackroyd believes can be found throughout the city’s socio-

cultural history, but they are also loosely grouped together by what he 

envisions to be the transhistorical ‘themes’ of London life. These ‘themes’, such 

as the enduring presence of occultism and its ancient sources in paganism, the 

inherent theatricality of urban living, and Londoners’ apparent compulsion 

towards crime and violence, provide a structure for Ackroyd’s histories which 

further reveals an attachment to particularly Gothic discourses of haunting 

that have preoccupied him throughout his literary career. Such concentrated 

attention is certainly suggestive of more than a professional preoccupation, 

made explicitly evident by a small number of lectures Ackroyd wrote in the 

1990s (first published together at the turn of the millennium), within which I 

believe one can trace the beginnings of a personal theory of the history of place 

shaped by the discourses of haunting that are to be found equally at work 

within his own writing.21  

In the first of these works, the 1993 lecture “The Englishness of English 

Literature”, Ackroyd proposes to repeat the famous analysis of English form 

found in Nikolaus Pevsner’s 1955 study The Englishness of English Art, and 

aspires to find that same line of continuity in the “lines of force which eddy 

through the language” of English literature (“The Englishness of English 

Literature”, pp. 330-331). Ackroyd argues that his approach is an attempt to 

“define Englishness – to recover and to describe a native English spirit” by 

exploring the history of its literary forms and features, because he strongly 

believes, like T. S. Eliot (his second biographical subject), that “literature must 

                                                   
Press, 1973), Country Life (London: Ferry Press, 1976) and The Diversions of Purley and 
Other Poems (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1987); or his recent six book series of children’s 
histories, Voyages Through Time, published between 2003 and 2005 by Dorling Kindersley 
Publishers. 

21 Subsequently these three lectures will be cited by their titles parenthetically within the body 
of the text. The three lectures were first published together in Peter Ackroyd. The Collection: 
Journalism, Reviews, Essays, Short Stories, Lectures, ed. by Thomas Wright (2001. London: 
Vintage, 2002). The lectures are as follows: the Leslie Stephen Lecture at the University of 
Cambridge delivered on October 22nd, 1993, titled “The Englishness of English Literature”, pp. 
328-340; the London Weekend Television Lecture delivered at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum on December 7th, 1993, titled “London Luminaries and Cockney Visionaries”, pp. 341-
351; and the lecture prepared for the 1999 Chicago Literary Festival, titled “All the Time in the 
World (Writers and the Nature of Time)”, pp. 365-371. 
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be imbued with a powerful local presence before it can aspire to any kind of 

unique status” (“The Englishness of English Literature”, pp. 328-329). 

Ackroyd extends this analysis in another lecture from 1993, “London 

Luminaries and Cockney Visionaries”, in which he argues there exists a 

collection of artists who, through their art forms, have “expressed the true 

nature and spirit of this place [London]” by recreating “all the variety, the 

energy and the spectacle which this city expects and demands of its 

inhabitants” (p. 342). In the lecture, Ackroyd suggests that Charles Dickens, 

the ‘London author’, William Blake, the ‘London poet’, and J. M. W. Turner, 

the ‘London artist’, are the best representatives of this visionary tradition. He 

proposes that the three men are each an embodiment of “a particular London 

spirit that entered them and a particular London presence that surrounded 

them,” which forms a pattern of continuity that he believes is expressed 

throughout all of their works (“London Luminaries and Cockney Visionaries”, 

p. 342). Ackroyd reflects on how these principles function within his own 

metafictional writing practices in a lecture from 1999 titled “All the Time in the 

World (Writers and the Nature of Time)”, in an effort to show: 

all the previous structures of our language lie just beneath the one we 

are presently using, and if you reintroduce them you are able to open 

the readers’ eyes to other realities and to other times which in similar 

fashion lie just beneath the one we are currently part of (p. 369).  

Ackroyd explains throughout this lecture his belief that all great writers are 

concerned with portraying this close relationship between the past and the 

present through their works. He claims that “by the strength of their language, 

containing within itself all the potential and power of the past, they are able to 

intimate that time itself is an illusion” and have thus “conquered chronology”; 

a triumph to which Ackroyd professes he also aspires within his own writing 

(“All the Time in the World”, p. 371). 

The ideas generated by these three pieces eventually accumulated into 

a highly concentrated distillation of Ackroyd’s own theory of England’s 

possession of (or perhaps by?) a ‘spirit of place’ in the 2002 historical study, 

Albion: The Origins of the English Imagination. For the most part, the study 

was not favourably received by reviewers or critics because of its advancement 
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of a parochial concept of ‘Englishness’ which was widely considered to be an 

essentialist representation of English history.22 This sentiment was perhaps 

best encapsulated by Christopher Hitchens’ suggestion that Ackroyd 

“overlooks the way in which Englishness was imposed upon others, underplays 

the emaciation of England’s central monarchic symbol, glosses over the spread 

of parodic ‘heritage’ tourism, and in general reviews the pageant while 

omitting the elements of tragedy”.23 However, of pertinence to my research is 

Ackroyd’s claim that there exists a transhistorical English genius that has been 

manifested throughout England’s history by spatially specific patterns of 

temporal resonance psychically connected through a principle he calls the 

“territorial imperative, by means of which a local area can influence or guide 

all those who inhabit it” (Albion: The Origins of the English Imagination, p. 

464). Ackroyd suggests that it is because of this experience of the ‘territorial 

imperative’ that he has found: 

English writers and artists, English composers and folk-singers, have 

been haunted by this sense of place, in which the echoic simplicities of 

past use and past tradition sanctify a certain spot of ground (Albion: 

The Origins of the English Imagination, p. 464).  

Ackroyd implies this ‘spirit’ is to be most often found haunting the nation’s 

capital, manifested within London’s history as one of the oldest cities in the 

world, for as he has frequently stated, to trace the continuities that haunt 

London’s past is to connect with the essence of the city’s true nature, its genius 

loci or ‘spirit of place’.24  

                                                   
22 Ackroyd’s support of the traditional phallocentric English Canon in his writing, his 
questionable treatment of the socio-cultural composition of contemporary England (and more 
widely, of Britain), including his neglect of England’s long history of imperial colonisation and 
warfare, are often cited as exemplary reasons for such criticisms of his writing’s apparent 
parochial form of ‘Englishness’. However, my intent is not to perform an analysis of Ackroyd’s 
contentious approach to English history and identity as the research of other scholars has 
already so successfully achieved, for I instead seek to locate Ackroyd’s representation of 
London’s past within the interpretive framework of the Gothic mode as part of a personal 
theory of the city’s history of place. As I made note of this in the introduction to this study (see 
footnote 21 of the previous chapter), see such works by Murray, Niedokos, Ingelbien, and 
Neagu, as exemplary. 

23 Christopher Hitchens, “That Blessed Plot, that Enigmatic Isle” Rev. of Albion: The Origins 
of the English Imagination by Peter Ackroyd, The Atlantic Monthly 292.3 (October 2003), 
126-133 (p. 133).  

24 For example, during an interview with Wolfreys in 1997, Ackroyd states: “I think that the 
city is much more powerful in that sense than people realize – there’s a topographical power, 
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The parts of London within which Ackroyd believes these ‘territorial 

imperatives’ are at their most active feature prominently in his novels as 

settings suffused with the history of decades, and often centuries, of city life. 

They are also the subject of the following chapter, which explores the city’s 

spatio-temporal hauntings in a selection of Ackroyd’s fictional works. For the 

purposes of this chapter, let us briefly examine the example of the British 

Museum’s Reading Room. The Reading Room has been the scene of much of 

Ackroyd’s research and that of many others throughout history, a fact which 

Ackroyd often consciously plays with when he has his characters’ paths cross 

there with his own reincarnations of such famous individuals.25 Throughout 

Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, for example, the ‘real’ George Gissing 

and Karl Marx, and the fictitious Hebrew scholar Solomon Weil alongside 

protagonists John and Elizabeth Cree, all come to the Reading Room and, 

unbeknownst to them, occupy the same seats or sit either side of one another 

while they read similar eminent London works or try to write their own, each 

having been influenced or inspired by their reading of “On Murder Considered 

as One of the Fine Arts”, Thomas De Quincey’s infamous essay from 1827 on 

the perpetrator of the 1811 Ratcliffe Highway murders, John Williams.26 These 

‘almost’ encounters are an intratextual reproduction of the novel’s 

historiographic metafictional premises (which will be discussed in Part Two: 

Textual Hauntings and the Ghosts of the Gothic), in a reflection of how the 

                                                   
a topographical spirit, and it has nothing to do with ley lines, nothing to do with any of that, 
but it does have to do with what happens on any one spot over and over again”, Gibson and 
Wolfreys, p. 252. In an interview from 1997 with Vekony, Ackroyd similarly explains that he 
believes: “Londoners have an intrinsic sense of the past of their city, which, apparently, is not 
shared by citizens of other cities in the same way. There is something peculiar about London, 
the power of London, its past, its history, its extraordinary presence as a city […] I think it’s a 
combination of the English as a literary nation and a nation with a passion for antiquarianism 
which may help to explain this fascination with London as a potent presence”, p. 247. 

25 For example, regarding Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, Silvia Mergenthal briefly 
explores the British Museum’s Reading Room, Gertie Latimer’s music hall ‘The Bell in 
Limehouse’, and the house of the Ratcliffe Highway murders as spatial sites that have an 
important chronological dimension by reading them as examples of the city’s ‘nodes’ from 
Kevin Lynch, The Image of the City (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1960). See 
Mergenthal, “‘Whose City?’ Contested Spaces and Contesting Spatialities in Contemporary 
London Fiction”, in London in Literature: Visionary Mappings of the Metropolis, ed. by 
Onega and Stotesbury, pp. 123-139. 

26 Thomas De Quincey, “On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts (1827)”, in On Murder, 
ed. by Robert Morrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 8-34. Ackroyd changes 
the date of the Ratcliffe Highway murders from December 1811 to 1812 in his fictionalised 
account of them portrayed in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 25. 
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“murmurings of all the inhabitants of the Reading Room rose towards the vast 

dome and set up a whispering echo like that of the voices of the fog in London” 

(Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 47). Therefore, the Reading Room in 

Ackroyd’s work is home not only to a historical archive of the city containing 

the material preservation of memories through the textual mode, but it is also 

a historic space in the city filled with the echoes of its inhabitants and the 

immaterial ephemeral memories of their presences. The British Museum’s 

Reading Room thus functions as a microcosmic example of how Ackroyd 

constructs the city-space, in Sebastian Groes’ words, “as a memory map 

containing traces of power which are inscribed into its material formation”.27  

Ackroyd’s repeated depiction of the Reading Room in this manner is 

reminiscent of Pierre Nora’s concept of “lieux de mèmoire”; a locale that has 

become a “site of memory” for the individual or the community with the power 

to “stop time, to block the work of forgetting, to establish a state of things, to 

immortalize death, to materialize the immaterial” because “the [cultural] 

imagination invests it with a symbolic aura” over an extended period of time.28 

As one such ‘site of memory’, the British Museum’s Reading Room is 

associated with a powerful ‘spirit of place’, and is thus represented by Ackroyd 

as “the true spiritual centre of London where many secrets might finally be 

revealed” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 269). Sites such as the 

London Stone, believed to be a piece of the ancient city which Ackroyd suggests 

in London: The Biography was “once London’s guardian spirit, and perhaps it 

is still” (p. 19), and the three-hundred-year-old fountain of Fountain Court in 

Middle Temple (a favoured place of Ackroyd’s since childhood), similarly recur 

throughout his London fictions.29 For instance, in Chatterton, the main 

                                                   
27 Sebastian Groes, The Making of London: London in Contemporary Literature 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), p. 2. 

28 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire”, Representations 26 
(Spring, 1989), 7-24 (p. 19). 

29 Ackroyd writes of Fountain Court located “amid the buildings of the Temple” in London: 
The Biography: “[T]here has been a small fountain there for three hundred years, 
commemorated by writers as diverse as Dickens and Verlaine, while the softness and serenity 
of this small sport have been experienced by many generations. The fountain and its pool were 
once square-fenced with palisades, then encircled by iron railings, but now stand unbarred; 
whether in a square, or a round, or open on all sides, the fountain plays on, and its atmosphere 
has remained constantly evocative. One Londoner came here as a schoolboy, with no 
knowledge of its history or its associations, and immediately fell under the spell of its 
enchantment; it was as if innumerable good acts or kind words has emerged here as calmly 
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character of the twentieth-century storyline, Charles Wychwood, has his first 

transcendental exchange with Ackroyd’s ghostly reimagining of the 

eighteenth-century poet Thomas Chatterton while he is lying at the edge of the 

fountain.30 In The House of Doctor Dee, the main character of the 

contemporary narrative, Matthew Palmer, explains that it is the only place in 

the city that he feels he can “find rest: again and again I returned to Fountain 

Court” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 41). Ackroyd’s versions of Mary Lamb and 

William Ireland meet in secret at Fountain Court in The Lambs of London, and 

in Ackroyd’s most recent novel, Three Brothers, the eldest brother Harry 

Hanway similarly uses Fountain Court as a clandestine meeting place for his 

affair with Guinevere.31 In a similar manner, a remnant of the ancient city 

walls, suggestively like the London Stone, appears to act as a kind of 

transdimensional historical conduit for Matthew Palmer at the conclusion of 

The House of Doctor Dee (as we shall come to see in chapter two of this study), 

just as it does for Ackroyd’s scholar Plato from circa 3700 A.D. in The Plato 

Papers, who gains visionary access to the city of Mouldwarp London (1500-

2300 A.D.) in an invocation of the ‘real’ Plato’s Philosopher’s Cave allegory.32 

Like the Reading Room, these sites function as ‘spiritual centres’ of historical 

memory materialised through the city-space because they too appear to be able 

to offer Ackroyd’s characters, through a visionary confrontation or a dark twist 

of fate, access to the secrets contained within their past, which shall be pursued 

in the subsequent chapter. 

Ackroyd’s London novels are also predominantly set within the city’s 

East End, commonly in districts notorious for their troubled pasts such as 

                                                   
and as quietly as the little fountain itself. At last, in these pages, he has the change of recording 
his debt”, p. 507. 

30 Peter Ackroyd, Chatterton (New York: Grove Press, 1987), pp. 46-47. Subsequent references 
are to this edition and shall appear parenthetically within the body of the text. 

31 Peter Ackroyd, The Lambs of London (2004. London: Vintage, 2005), pp. 111-112; Three 
Brothers: A Novel (London: Chatto & Windus, 2013), pp. 107-108. Subsequent references are 
to these editions and shall appear parenthetically within the body of the text. 

32 Peter Ackroyd, The Plato Papers (1999. London: Vintage, 2000). Subsequent references are 
to this edition and shall appear parenthetically within the body of the text. Performing a 
detailed analysis of Ackroyd’s novella, The Plato Papers, is beyond the scope of this study, but 
for further discussion of the text see: Gibson and Wolfreys, pp. 213-218; Groes, pp. 131-142; 
Komsta, pp. 151-169; Lewis, pp. 108-114; Onega, “The Plato Papers: Peter Ackroyd's ‘Contrary’ 
to Blake's Jerusalem”, in London in Literature: Visionary Mappings of the Metropolis, ed. by 
Onega and Stotesbury, pp. 183-209. 
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Limehouse, Spitalfields, and Wapping (to name only a few). Paul Newland 

argues in his study, The Cultural Construction of London’s East End: Urban 

Iconography, Modernity and the Spatialisation of Englishness, that since the 

nineteenth century the East End of London has become a “mythic space, a 

spatial metaphor, a socio-cultural and historical referent, and a symbolic 

territory”.33 Ackroyd appears to share Newland’s view of the city’s East, 

explaining that these “darker parts of the city”  have formed the ‘landscapes of 

his imagination’ ever since childhood (when he would regularly go on walks 

there with his grandmother), acquiring the sense that “each street was an echo-

chamber of the past in which contemporary voices mixed with those long 

dead”.34 It appears as an almost ‘spiritual’ experience for Ackroyd, one that is 

directly translated into novels such as Hawksmoor, Chatterton, and The 

House of Doctor Dee, as a metafictional narrative device through the crossing 

and convergence of echoic parallel plots, characters, and settings from 

contemporary and historical periods. Characters will often consciously 

encounter these spectral ‘echoes’ by similarly walking through London, 

frequently at night time, in scenes which are narrated with great attention to 

topographical detail, effectively mapping their journey for the reader by 

repetitive naming of the streets (both real and imagined) that the characters 

each traverse.35 It is an idea that will be discussed in the following chapters, for 

it is a process that recalls the tradition of the flâneur or the contemporary 

psychogeographer who haunts (and is haunted by) the streets of the city and 

their history. 

                                                   
33 Paul Newland, The Cultural Construction of London’s East End: Urban Iconography, 
Modernity and the Spatialisation of Englishness (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2008), p. 18. 

34 Peter Ackroyd, “On Hawksmoor”, in Peter Ackroyd. The Collection: Journalism, Reviews, 
Essays, Short Stories, Lectures, ed. by Wright, pp. 378-380 (p. 378). As Ackroyd writes: “Since 
childhood I have been interested in the less salubrious areas of London – Wapping, 
Spitalfields, Limehouse – and in the air of dilapidated gloom which they embody: if there is 
such a thing as the landscape of the imagination, then these darker parts of the city represented 
mine”, p. 378. 

35 Heike Hartung proposes Ackroyd’s representation of the ‘walker’ or ‘wanderer’ illuminates 
the labyrinthine nature of the relationship he finds to exist between a Londoner and their city, 
which is an approach to reading these scenes that we will consider further in the next chapter. 
See Hartung, “Walking and Writing the City: Visions of London in the Works of Peter Ackroyd 
and Iain Sinclair”, in London in Literature: Visionary Mappings of the Metropolis, ed. by 
Onega and Stotesbury, pp. 141-163. 
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Discourses of haunting are regularly employed to describe not only the 

practice of the urban walker but the experience of life in the city and the felt 

presence of its history, or in Ackroyd’s words its ‘territorial imperatives’; for, 

as urban theorist Steve Pile suggests, “cities haunt in the sense that they force 

us – perhaps against our will, perhaps only occasionally – to recognise the lives 

of those who have gone (before)” so that the “physicality of the city itself 

shimmers with ghostliness as it becomes a mutable and durable place of 

memory”.36 What Ackroyd reveals to the reader by invoking these discourses 

of haunting in his works’ search for patterns of continuity within the city’s 

history and geography is that the spectres of the past are ubiquitous within the 

cityscape; his writing thus performs a kind of ‘séance’ through which one can 

summon London’s ‘spirit of place’ from its sites of memory.37 By textually 

‘mapping’ this narrative of the ‘spirit of place’, Ackroyd’s London writings form 

what Robert T. Tally Jr. refers to as a “literary cartography” through which the 

author: 

projects a map onto the often chaotic world that the narrative will 

attempt to represent, offering a figural or allegorical representation that 

can be used to guide the reader in various ways.38  

The critical reader then becomes “a kind of geographer who actively interprets 

the literary map” that Ackroyd creates out of the city’s history in his works; one 

which I propose frequently conveys a Gothic understanding of London’s ‘spirit’ 

as a “mysterious, chaotic and irrational place which can be organised and 

                                                   
36 Steve Pile, Real Cities: Modernity, Space and the Phantasmagorias of City Life (London: 
SAGE Publications, 2005), p. 162. 

37 I am indebted to Robert Mighall for this idea that there is a kind of séance being conducted 
within Ackroyd’s work that I will address in more detail in the following chapter. Mighall refers 
to this idea in his chapter, “Gothic Cities”, in The Routledge Companion to Gothic, ed. by 
Catherine Spooner and Emma McEvoy (London and New York: Routledge, 2007), pp. 54-62. 
In the chapter, Mighall states: “Ackroyd sees the Gothic skull beneath the modern skin of steel 
and glass. Haunted by absence rather than presence, his ‘psychogeographical’ London is a 
palimpsest of memories. His fiction performs a ‘séance’ for the city’s dark voices, obsessively 
haunting many of the sites of historical resonance that fascinated the first wave of urban 
Gothicists”, pp. 56-57.  

38 Robert T. Tally Jr., Spatiality (New York: Routledge, 2013), p. 8. See also Robert T. Tally 
Jr., “Introduction: Mapping Narratives”, in Literary Cartographies: Spatiality, 
Representation, and Narrative, ed. by Robert T. Tally Jr. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2014), pp. 1-12.  
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controlled only by means of private ritual or public superstition” (London: The 

Biography, p. 216).39 

There exists a considerable body of scholarship on the concept of the 

‘spirit of place’ and so it is necessary to contextualise this literature, outline my 

critical use of the term, and the complementary relationship I believe it shares 

with the theory of psychogeography and sites of memory. In the social sciences, 

particularly in the disciplines of archaeology, anthropology, and sociology, 

research into the spatial relationships humans share with place is not unusual. 

However, it was the work of humanistic geographer Yi-Fu Tuan that pioneered 

experiential studies into understanding the positive and negative emotional 

responses humans have to a ‘sense (or ‘spirit’) of place’, proposing that “what 

begins as undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to know it better and 

endow it with value”.40 These principles are then taken up by scholars in 

cultural studies, whose treatment of the term extends it to the more materialist 

study of what Raymond Williams called the “structures of feeling” 

communities associate with the lived experience of places at particular 

moments in time, and the ways in which they shift and change.41 In The 

Country and the City, Williams famously explored how such ‘structures of 

feelings’ functioned through the dichotomy created between the rural 

countryside and the industrialised city in English literature.42 In literary 

studies, the idea of the ‘spirit of place’ is perhaps most commonly associated 

with the pastoral tradition, the poetry of Romanticism, and later with the neo-

Romantic vision.43 However, it was critically popularised by D. H. Lawrence’s 

use of the concept to support his premise in Studies in Classic American 

                                                   
39 Tally, Spatiality, p. 79. 

40 Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1977), p. 6. 

41 Raymond Williams, The Country and the City (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973), p. 
12. 

42 Williams focuses on the city of London in particular in chapter nineteen, “Cities of Darkness 
and Light”, pp. 215-232. Within this chapter, Williams examines how “out of the very chaos 
and misery of the new metropolis, and spreading from it to rejuvenate a national feeling, the 
civilising force of a new vision of society had been created in struggle, had gathered up the 
suffering and the hopes of generations of the oppressed and exploited, and in this unexpected 
and challenging form was the city’s human reply to the long inhumanity of city and country 
alike”, p. 231. 

43 See Peter Woodcock, This Enchanted Isle: The Neo-Romantic Vision from William Blake to 
the New Visionaries (Somerset: Gothic Image Publications, 2000). 
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Literature that “all art partakes of the Spirit of Place in which it is produced”.44 

Ackroyd’s critical interpretation of the concept of the ‘spirit of place’ is clearly 

grounded in its literary origins and cultural usage, made evident by the narrow 

focus of Albion: The Origins of the English Imagination on its development of 

an English artistic consciousness. However, I believe the following 

understanding of the phrase, developed within heritage studies, draws 

together the literary and cultural meanings discussed in this paragraph in a 

way that privileges the importance of a feeling of connection between people 

and the past of the places in which they live, as Ackroyd attempts to do in his 

historiography.  

According to heritage studies scholar Laurier Turgeon, sites of heritage 

are imbued with a unique and distinctive atmosphere because of their 

“ancientness, singularity and the profound symbolic values” invested within 

them over time, which then gives rise to the feeling that they are inhabited by 

a “guiding supernatural force” or have “a life of their own”.45 The term ‘spirit’ 

refers to a symbolic and metaphorical spirit as well as more broadly “to 

thought, to human beings and to the intangible”, whilst the idea of ‘place’ 

indicates “a geographical location, a physical environment” and the “tangible 

elements” of historical sites.46 As historian Dolores Hayden demonstrates in 

The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History, ‘place’ is actually 

one of the trickiest words to define because it resonates with multiple 

meanings that change according to the context of its application.47 For 

example, ‘place’ can be real or imagined, a physical and a psychological 

concept, just as equally as it can be an economic, political, or social construct. 

However, as Hayden explains, all the possible applications of the term in 

conjunction with the various individual ways of knowing a place (by its “sight, 

sound, smell, touch, and taste”) are actually what make the concept “powerful 

                                                   
44 D. H. Lawrence, Studies in Classic American Literature (1923), in The Cambridge Edition 
of the Works of D. H. Lawrence Volume 2, ed. by Ezra Greenspan, Lindeth Vasey, and John 
Worthen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 1-370, (p. 167). 

45 Laurier Turgeon, “Introduction: Spirit of Place: Evolving Heritage Concepts and Practices”, 
in The Spirit of Place: Between Tangible and Intangible Heritage, ed. by Laurier Turgeon 
(Québec: Les Presses de L’Université Laval, 2009), xxxiii-xlvii (xxxiv). 

46 Turgeon, xxxvii. 

47 Dolores Hayden, The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History (1995. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1997). 
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as a source of memory, as a weave where one strand ties in another”.48 These 

understandings of ‘spirit’ and ‘place’ are indeed woven together in the 

definition of the concept offered by heritage studies to form what I believe are 

powerful sites of memory, for one strand ties in another and creates, to borrow 

Turgeon’s phrase, “a relationship of complementary synergy: the spirit builds 

the place and, at the same time, the place gives structure to the spirit”.49  

As they are defined by Pierre Nora, such ‘sites of memory’ are formed 

“where [cultural] memory crystallizes and secretes itself”.50 It is important to 

note that Nora argues this occurs because “memory takes root in the concrete, 

in spaces, gestures, images, and objects; history binds itself strictly to temporal 

continuities, to progressions and to relations between things”.51 The theory and 

practice of psychogeography likewise seek to recover these memories from 

such sites by being within them and walking through or around them, by 

physically and psychically experiencing them to return the relevance of their 

often repressed pasts to the present. Pioneered by Guy Debord and the 

Letterist/Situationist International movement of the 1950s, and inspired by 

the practices of Charles Baudelaire’s metropolitan flâneur of the nineteenth 

century, psychogeography is concerned with discovering the influence that the 

geography of a place and topography of its space can have on the psychology 

and actions of its inhabitants.52 According to Phil Baker, psychogeography was 

at the height of its popularity in Britain in the 1990s in response to the vast 

redevelopments of London under Thatcherism, for the practice of 

psychogeography was “an assertion of history and memory, and of the value of 

ambience and atmosphere, [...] a last-ditch assertion of place against space”.53 

                                                   
48 Hayden, p. 18. 

49 Turgeon, xxxvii. 

50 Nora, p. 7. 

51 Nora, p. 9. 

52 For further discussion of the history of the movement, its theoretical components, and its 
practice today, see the introductory study by Merlin Coverley, Psychogeography (2006. 
Harpenden: Pocket Essentials, 2012). Jenny Bavidge’s study, Theorists of the City: Walter 
Benjamin, Henri Lefebvre and Michel De Certeau (London: Routledge, 2011), also functions 
as an exemplary representation of such key theories of urban studies as they intersect with 
those of spatiality and cultural geography, through the discussion of these three famous 
theorists’ works. 

53 Phil Baker, “Secret City: Psychogeography and the End of London”, in London: From Punk 
to Blair, ed. by Kerr and Gibson, pp. 277-291 (p. 290). 
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The relevance of such practices for an analysis of Ackroyd’s work produced 

during this period will be discussed over the course of the chapter, for I propose 

that this interpretation of the ‘spirit of place’, coupled with psychogeographic 

theory and the sites of memory with which it engages, can help readers to 

understand Ackroyd’s creative approach to rewriting the city’s history as 

narrative. How, then, does Ackroyd construct what have come to be known as 

characteristically ‘Ackroydian’ narratives of the city’s ‘spirit of place’ within his 

novels and his historical studies? In what follows, I propose that the narratives 

of London’s past that unfold within London: The Biography, Thames: Sacred 

River, and London Under, and those that form his fictions, are often similarly 

crafted from predominantly two kinds of historical sources: the textual 

remains of the city preserved in the works of its writers and artists, and the 

architectural remains of the city’s built environment and the ‘territorial 

imperatives’ they embody. Both are sources of the city’s ‘spirit of place’ through 

which the presence(s) of the past are found to resonate in Ackroyd’s work. 

 

LONDON’S TEXTUAL REMAINS 

 

The first kind of historical source Ackroyd draws on to construct his 

narratives of the city is the textual remains of previous writers and artists – 

‘London luminaries’ and ‘Cockney visionaries’ – through whom Ackroyd 

believes the spirit of the city speaks. According to Ackroyd, London luminaries 

like Charles Dickens, William Blake, and Dan Leno the Victorian music hall 

star, were able to perform such acts of divination because they uniquely 

understood the primal nature of London life, the theatrical essence of its 

distinctive heterogeneity, and more significantly, its inherent Gothicism. They 

were thus capable of envisioning, according to Ackroyd: 

the energy of London, they understood its variety, and they also 

understood its darkness [...] they understood the pity and mystery of 

existence just as surely as they understood its noise and its bustle 

(“London Luminaries and Cockney Visionaries”, pp. 346-347).  
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In order to convey such juxtapositions, the work of the Cockney visionary 

embraces a playful combination of forms and styles with the language and 

narratives of the past through what Dickens referred to as the “streaky bacon 

effect” created in the “alternation between tragedy and comedy, in the 

unwillingness to maintain one mood for very long, [and] in the manipulation 

of form for theatrical effect” (“The Englishness of English Literature”, p. 

338).54 

To date, almost all of Ackroyd’s biographical subjects, the likes of 

Chaucer, Shakespeare, Blake, and Dickens to name but a few, are London 

luminaries well known for their use of the ‘streaky bacon effect’.55 Ackroyd 

claims all were deeply influenced by their experience of the city and thus were 

compelled to artistically recreate it in this manner. Ackroyd’s fictions are 

populated with characters that are representative of the Cockney visionary and 

his tradition of being created by, and in turn, symbolically recreating London.56 

                                                   
54 Charles Dickens, The Adventures of Oliver Twist, eBook edn (1838. London: Chapman and 
Hall, 1858). Chapter seventeen of Dickens’ novel opens with a digression that muses on the 
concept: “It is the custom on the stage, in all good murderous melodramas, to present the 
tragic and comic scenes, in as regular alternation, as the layers of red and white in a side of 
streaky bacon. [...] Such changes appear absurd; but they are not so unnatural as they would 
seem at first sight. The transitions in real life from well-spread boards to death-beds, and from 
mourning-weeds to holiday garments, are not a whit less startling; only, there, we are busy 
actors, instead of passive lookers-on, which makes a vast difference”, p. 126. 

55 A detailed examination of Ackroyd’s large collection of biographical studies is beyond the 
scope of this study for its focus is on his London fictions. For further discussion of the 
biographies Ackroyd has written, please see the monographs of Lewis and Niedokos; Murray, 
pp. 75-98; and, Niedokos, “Peter Ackroyd’s Biographies: The Parallel Lives of Thomas More, 
T. S. Eliot and the Biographer Himself?”, in Narratives of the Self, ed. by Pawel Schreiber and 
Joanna Malicka (Frankfurt: Peter Lang GmbH Internationaler Verlag der Wissenschaften, 
2015), pp. 25-33. 

56 I have purposefully employed the male pronoun here regarding the ‘Cockney visionary’ to 
highlight the somewhat unfortunate fact that Ackroyd has, to date, only male representatives 
of the tradition in his fiction and in his biographies. When asked in an interview why the 
central characters of his historiographic metafiction are nearly all men, Ackroyd responds that 
he has “always written about male authors […] because I find it easier to represent their lives 
and enter their lives and imagine their lives, in a way it would be impossible for me with a 
female writer”; Anke Schütze, “‘I Think after More I Will Do Turner and Then I Will Probably 
Do Shakespeare.’ An Interview with Peter Ackroyd”, EESE [Erfurt Electronic Studies in 
English] 8 (1995),  <webdoc.gwdg.de/edoc/ia/eese/articles/schuetze/8_95.html> [last 
accessed 20 July 2017] Likewise, in “An Interview with Peter Ackroyd”, when Onega asks about 
his apparent exclusion of female London writers who also clearly embody the ‘Cockney 
Visionary’ tradition, such as Virginia Woolf, Ackroyd acknowledges that she could certainly be 
included, and that it is a “weakness” he regrets, and he finds it “very difficult to create 
sympathetic or real, old female characters”, p. 216. Such issues regarding the representation 
of gender and sexuality in Ackroyd’s works have not been featured in much academic 
literature, and further research is called for to address this gap concerning what could be 
considered a controversial aspect of his writing. 

http://webdoc.gwdg.de/edoc/ia/eese/articles/schuetze/8_95.html
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Whilst some of these characters are entirely imagined, Ackroyd is renowned 

for playfully engaging with the depiction of real historical figures and their 

lives and works, though they are not always necessarily factually accurate 

recreations. In Ackroyd’s writing, to quote Gibson and Wolfreys, “the fact that 

no fact is sacrosanct suggests that, like the play with identity, history is there 

to be used”.57 For example, Ackroyd’s Oscar Wilde reflects on his life from his 

Paris deathbed in the diary entries of his last year in The Last Testament of 

Oscar Wilde; the eighteenth-century construction of Nicholas Hawksmoor’s 

London churches is performed by his Satanist double Nicholas Dyer in 

Hawksmoor; Thomas Chatterton and the mystery of his untimely death is 

revived in Chatterton as is Henry Wallis’ famous painting of George Meredith 

recreating the scene; English Music contains visionary interludes guided by 

authors (and their characters), artists, and composers, such as Charles 

Dickens, William Hogarth, and William Byrd; one half of The House of Doctor 

Dee is narrated by Elizabethan scholar Doctor John Dee; Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem features Victorian music-hall performer Dan Leno, a young 

George Gissing, and an elderly Karl Marx; siblings Charles and Mary Lamb are 

given new life in The Lambs of London, as are the Shelleys and their circle of 

friends in The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein.58 In each of these ‘real-life’ 

character (re)constructions, the ‘streaky bacon effect’ is present through the 

inclusion and manipulation of historical sources alongside intertextual 

metafictional devices, which work together to create alternative counter-

factual narratives of the past. As Catherine Spooner reminds us in 

Contemporary Gothic, “the construction of fake histories is integral to Gothic 

texts”, and accordingly the relevance of Ackroyd’s specifically Gothic textual 

(re)constructions will be pursued in Part Two: Textual Hauntings and the 

Ghosts of the Gothic.59  

Moreover, Ackroyd revealingly positions himself to be one such figure 

who has ‘inherited’ this Cockney visionary tradition: 

                                                   
57 Gibson and Wolfreys, p. 21. 

58 Peter Ackroyd, The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde (London: Penguin Books, 1993); English 
Music (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1992). Subsequent references are to these editions and 
shall appear parenthetically within the body of the text. 

59 Catherine Spooner, Contemporary Gothic (London: Reaktion Books, 2006), p. 38. 
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I truly believe that there are certain people to whom or through whom 

the territory – the place – the past – speaks. I often wondered where my 

novels came from – or, rather I knew where there they came from, but 

I never understood why they took the form they did. I am always being 

accused of mixing the comic with the serious, of creating theatrical 

caricatures, of treating fiction as if it were some kind of intellectual or 

cultural pantomime. [...] Now, at last, I know why it happened. I was 

coming into my inheritance (“London Luminaries and Cockney 

Visionaries”, p. 346). 

It is thus, for Ackroyd, a “living inheritance that has everything to do with the 

spirit of place and with the nature of the city”, which forms a pattern of 

continuity that can be traced through to the contemporary in Angela Carter’s 

“wonderful understanding of urban pantomime”, Michael Moorcock’s 

“historical panoramas of London”, and within Iain Sinclair’s “explorations of 

London mythology” (“London Luminaries and Cockney Visionaries”, p. 346). 

Ackroyd’s definition of the ‘spirit of place’ as part of a ‘living inheritance’ can 

therefore be understood as the continuance of an artistic London literary 

tradition passed on through the Cockney visionaries’ resurrection of the forms 

and styles “of London speech or London writing that lie just below the surface 

of our contemporary language” that are preserved within what I have referred 

to as the textual remains of the city (“London Luminaries and Cockney 

Visionaries”, p. 350).  

However, Ackroyd also connects the textual traces of this tradition to an 

‘inheritance’ of “the cultural trauma of some violently repressed Catholic, Non-

conformist, visionary culture”.60 Susana Onega and Jean-Michel Ganteau have 

suggested in a recent collaboration that this traumatic past is to be found 

“perpetually haunting the cultural present under the guise of a darker shade of 

romance flirting with the fantastic, the uncanny, and even the sublime”.61 

Ackroyd proposes in “The Englishness of English Literature” that there exists 

                                                   
60 Jean-Michel Ganteau and Susana Onega, “Introduction: Trauma and Romance in 
Contemporary British Narrative”, in Trauma and Romance in Contemporary British 
Literature, pp. 1-14 (p. 5). 

61 Ganteau and Onega, “Introduction: Trauma and Romance in Contemporary British 
Narrative”, p. 5. 
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a “broad division” within England between those who “hold a secular view of 

the world” that is the product of the “values of a Protestant hermeneutics” (his 

examples are F. R. Leavis and Raymond Williams), and those who “entertain a 

religious notion of life and death” (especially his Cockney visionaries) that he 

believes invokes the “ritual, spectacle and symbolism” of English Catholicism 

repressed by the Reformation (pp. 334-336). It is an argument supported by 

Gothic scholar Glen Cavaliero’s proposition that the history of English 

literature clearly shows “two polarized responses to the claims of spiritual 

experience”.62 The first is the realist approach, the “closed materialistic 

outlook” that motivates “all negative tales of the supernatural” in which the 

spiritual cannot be accounted for beyond “intrusive or demonic forms”, but the 

second harks back to an older way of experiencing the spiritual in the world: 

the magical imaginative view represented in the Neoplatonist, the 

alchemical, and the sacramental Catholic traditions, for which matter is 

itself the expression of spirit, finally only to be known (even if ever to be 

finally understood) in corresponding terms: the physical world is both 

an image of the invisible one and an aspect of it, just as the various 

religions and poetic myths may be deciphered as the various dialects 

and grammars of a common language which constitutes the human 

response to the unknown in which, in both senses of the term, it finds 

itself.63  

To illustrate this magical imaginative view, Cavaliero specifically uses 

Ackroyd’s critically acclaimed third novel, Hawksmoor, which he claims 

represents “the quintessential supernaturalist novel of its time” in its use of 

hermetic material that both “internalizes the element of preternatural horror 

and conveys a numinous sense of place”, which places Ackroyd squarely in the 

company of his own Cockney visionary canon.64 Most importantly, what 

distinguishes English writers of this tradition is their desire to convey the 

spiritual, together with its rituals, as metaphysically, mythically, or 

transcendentally significant through the combination of visionary and 

                                                   
62 Glen Cavaliero, The Supernatural and English Fiction: From The Castle of Otranto to 
Hawksmoor (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995) p. 227. 

63 Cavaliero, p. 227. 

64 Cavaliero, p. 224. 
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supernaturalist traditions. It is precisely this ability that Ackroyd attributes to 

the London luminaries and Cockney visionaries, who he believes return 

“buried traditions” by resurrecting elemental ritualistic forms in their works’ 

heterogeneous embrace of “the pantomimic, the theatrical, the scenic, and the 

spectacular” (“The Englishness of English Literature”, p. 336). The 

‘inheritance’ of the Cockney visionaries can therefore be understood as a 

numinous experience of place that ‘lives’ on within the city’s history and is 

passed down through its textual remains. 

 

LONDON’S ARCHITECTURAL REMAINS 

 

The second kind of historical source Ackroyd draws on to construct his 

narratives is the architectural remains of the city’s built environment, through 

which the presence of past structures can be seen to resonate within their 

contemporary counterparts, shaping their influence as spatial sites of the city’s 

history, and home to London’s various ‘territorial imperatives’. In London: The 

Biography, Ackroyd proposes that the “act of building may itself determine the 

character of an area for ever” for he believes the passage of history can be read 

within London’s stones because they have been imbued with their site’s ‘spirit’ 

over time and thus carry within them “the burden of their own destiny” (p. 

671). The material traces of the past are thus inscribed into the present city-

space via patterns of psychogeographical resonance, wherein the history of the 

physical environment appears to directly influence the current behaviour of its 

inhabitants. Such patterns are particularly found in places that have been 

‘scarred’ by a traumatic or violent past, which Ackroyd claims are “packed to 

blackness with accumulations of suffered experience”, quoting Henry James’ 

famous description of the destitution of London’s Craven Street (“London 

Luminaries and Cockney Visionaries”, p. 343).65 

The relationship between geography and history in Ackroyd’s London 

is thus to be understood as a metaphorical palimpsest, spatio-temporally 

                                                   
65 Ackroyd notes the quotation originally appeared in The Middle Years (1917), Henry James’ 
posthumously published volume of autobiographical memoirs. 
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layered with the “different realities and lingering truths” of past times and past 

civilisations within which Ackroyd believes all the “most magnificent or 

monstrous” understandings of the city can be discerned at any given moment 

(London: The Biography, p. 93, p. 771). The metaphorical capacity of the 

palimpsest, originally an early modern manuscript written on more than once 

and upon which the ghostly remnants of its earlier writings can often still be 

perceived, allows in this instance for the multiplicity of innumerable versions 

of the city, both real and imagined, past and present, to co-exist within the 

same space. Regarding the metaphorical usage of the palimpsest, Sarah Dillon 

writes in The Palimpsest: Literature, Criticism, Theory, that the “‘present’ of 

the palimpsest is only constituted in and by the ‘presence’ of the texts from the 

‘past’, as well as remaining open to further inscription from texts of the 

‘future’” so that the palimpsest itself does not “elide temporality but evidences 

the spectrality of any ‘present’ moment which always already contains within 

it ‘past’, ‘present’ and ‘future’ moments”.66 It has thus become a well-

established trope in postmodernity’s writing of the unique time-space 

configurations of contemporary urban landscapes, within which, Andreas 

Huyssen argues, “we have come to read cities and buildings as palimpsests of 

space, monuments as transformable and transitory, and sculpture as subject 

to the vicissitudes of time”.67  

Ackroyd’s urban historiography is undoubtedly an example of the 

process of writing and reading the city-space as a metaphorical palimpsest. The 

model of the city-as-palimpsest has been popularly discussed with reference to 

Ackroyd’s writing, and previous scholarship has often coupled it with the 

conceptual metaphor of the labyrinth to demonstrate the idea of movement 

across both the spatial, or ‘horizontal’, and temporal, or ‘vertical’, layers of 

history in Ackroyd’s city-space.68 In this study, it is my hypothesis that Ackroyd 

                                                   
66 Sarah Dillon, The Palimpsest: Literature, Criticism, Theory (London: Continuum, 2007), 
p. 9. 

67 Huyssen, p. 7. 

68 To list every reference to the city-as-palimpsest or city-as-labyrinth metaphor in the 
academic criticism of Ackroyd’s works would be an overwhelming task for they frequently 
occur across the scholarship. However, the work of Gibson and Wolfreys is exemplary of this 
approach in that their analysis foregrounds the ludic function of linguistic textual ‘play’ to 
emphasise the labyrinthine style of writing that they argue defines Ackroyd’s works. I therefore 
believe it to be the best representative of this line of analysis for its compelling and thoroughly 
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(re)maps the city by (re)writing the narratives of its past, from the 

psychogeographic traces he finds temporally layered within the landscape and 

the textual remains of various literary Londons, as transhistorical hauntings. 

Therefore, I suggest it is through these hauntings that, to borrow Jean-Michel 

Ganteau’s phrase, “the architectural and ‘architextual’ metaphors meet” to 

form a literary archaeological palimpsest of the city’s history, a concept 

Ganteau himself proposes functions “to provide spatial images of a temporal 

notion, i.e. that of permanence”.69 However, I believe Ganteau’s suggestion of 

permanence regarding Ackroyd’s palimpsestic spatial representations of 

London’s temporal-historical continuities is complicated in these works 

because the metaphors Ackroyd uses are frequently stitched together with the 

language and tropes of the Gothic, and are thus implicitly fraught with 

anxieties of impermanence characteristic of the mode. For as contemporary 

Gothic theorist Steven Bruhm writes, to try to understand the modern Gothic 

is “to look into a triptych of mirrors in which images of the origin continually 

recede in a disappearing arc. We search for a genesis but find only ghostly 

manifestations”.70 

The genre of the urban Gothic, and more specifically, contemporary 

discourse concerning its revival since the 1980s has been marked, in Roger 

Luckhurst’s words, by “a newly Gothicised appreciation of London” through 

which “texts engage in historical excavations that self-reflexively incorporate 

the knowledge of the Gothic genre itself”.71 Ackroyd’s novels, and those of other 

postmodern London writers such as Will Self, Angela Carter, and Iain Sinclair, 

are frequently cited as exemplary of a Gothic or Occult revival, within which, 

Richard Todd claims, the city’s present is to be found:  

                                                   
researched content, and its position of notability within the field as one of the first monographs 
to be published on Ackroyd’s collection of works. 

69 Ganteau, “London: The Biography, or, Peter Ackroyd’s Sublime Geographies”, p. 219. 
Ganteau is here employing the pun of ‘architextual’ with reference to the conceptualisation of 
architecture as a kind of textual space by Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1991). 

70 Bruhm, “The Contemporary Gothic: why we need it”, in The Cambridge Companion to 
Gothic Fiction, ed. by Jerrold E. Hogle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), pp. 
259-276 (p. 259). 

71 Luckhurst, “The Contemporary London Gothic”, pp. 528-529. 
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suffused, sometimes terrifyingly, sometimes comically, always 

arrestingly, with the past; place is haunted by voices and presences, 

some harmless and some baneful; and the realism of the action has 

become a realism of excess, of magic or of the dreaming world.72  

It is perhaps of no coincidence that postmodern London literature’s recourse 

to the Gothic and the Occult, particularly in the neo-Victorian tradition, first 

began at a time when Thatcherism’s ideological policies and championing of 

‘Victorian values’ ironically seemed to return large portions of the city and their 

inhabitants to a level of poverty characteristic of this earlier period in London’s 

past.73 The government’s dismantling of the welfare state, in particular the 

destruction of council housing estates, the deregulation of Britain’s financial 

markets, and the privatisation of industry during the Thatcher-Major years did 

indeed lead to considerable social unrest, along with a visible increase in 

vagrancy, a sharp rise in crime rates, and escalating unemployment figures, all 

darkly reminiscent of the Victorian era.74  

When contemporary London is depicted in Ackroyd’s fictions, it is not 

as a city of growing wealth or social privilege but as a city teetering on the edge 

of destitution, as if the period was one in which “the whole city was undergoing 

some fundamental deterioration which marked its inhabitants like the 

                                                   
72 Richard Todd, Consuming Fictions: The Booker Prize and Fiction in Britain Today 
(London: Bloomsbury, 1996), p. 165. 

73 For further discussion of the context of this revival, see Roger Luckhurst, “Occult London”, 
in London: From Punk to Blair, ed. by Kerr and Gibson, pp. 292-300. Within this chapter, 
Luckhurst explains the form with reference to Ackroyd’s works: “The most popular advocate 
of this occult London, Peter Ackroyd, has spent much of his career exploring the notion that 
the strange rhythms in London of time and space, of uncanny echo and elliptical encounter, 
are best articulated via tropes of the Gothic”, p. 293. Similar discussion can be found in Merlin 
Coverley’s introductory study, Occult London (New York: Oldcastle Books, 2012), which also 
features a few references to Ackroyd’s novel. While Kim Duff’s monograph, Contemporary 
British Literature and Urban Space: After Thatcher (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2014), does not discuss the resurgence of the Gothic in literature at this time (or reference 
Ackroyd’s works), it does provide an excellent study of the effects of Thatcherism on the urban 
landscape and its inhabitants in both ‘real’ and fictional depictions of London. The social, 
political, and cultural effects of Thatcher’s appropriation of ‘Victorian Values’ during the 
period is addressed in the latter half of Kate Mitchell’s chapter, “Contemporary 
Victorian(ism)s”, in History and Cultural Memory in Neo-Victorian Fiction: Victorian 
Afterimages (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), pp. 39-62.  

74 For an evaluation of the weakened condition of London at the end of the twentieth century, 
see Roy Porter, London: A Social History (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1994), specifically 
chapter sixteen, “Thatcher’s London”, pp. 445-470. 
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evidence of some ugly disease”.75 It is the precarious world of the working and 

lower-middle classes, as we will come to see, and prominently features the 

plight of those on the margins of society made most vulnerable under the Iron 

Lady’s regime.76 The city’s homeless, for example, are frequently depicted in 

Ackroyd’s novels, often as the shadowy figure of the vagrant who seems to 

mysteriously exist outside of time, as if life on the streets affords a visionary 

status that allows them to uniquely commune with the city’s spirit: 

All of them led solitary lives, hardly moving from their own warren of 

streets and buildings: it is not known whether they chose the area, or 

whether the area itself had called them and taken them in, but they had 

become the guardian spirits (as it were) of each place […] [and] they 

inhabited a world which only they could see (Hawksmoor, p. 101).77  

The harsh nature of everyday life for those on the periphery in the 

contemporary London of Ackroyd’s metafictional works is also frequently 

compared with that of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries 

at similarly critical turning points in the city’s history, such as the lengthy 

reconstruction of the city after the Great Fire of 1666 in Hawksmoor, the rise 

of the Elizabethan Renaissance in The House of Doctor Dee, or the tense 

beginnings of the Victorian fin-de-siècle in Dan Leno and the Limehouse 

                                                   
75 Peter Ackroyd, The Great Fire of London (1982. London: Penguin Books, 1993), p. 135. 
Subsequent references are to this edition and shall appear parenthetically within the body of 
the text. 

76 In London: The Biography, Ackroyd writes that he believes the poor have “always been part 
of the texture of the city. They are like the stones or the bricks, because London has risen from 
them; their mute suffering has no limits. […] So we may say that the underlying nature of 
London is most visible, or most sharply manifested, in the lives and appearance of its most 
poorest inhabitants”, p. 599. 

77 For further discussion of Ackroyd’s representation of the homeless in his London fictions, 
see David Charnick, “The Trope of the Tramp: Ackroyd's Vagrants at the Heart of the City”, 
Literary London Journal 9.2 (September 2011),  <http://literarylondon.org/the-literary-
london-journal/archive-of-the-literary-london-journal/issue-9-2/the-trope-of-the-tramp-
ackroyds-vagrants-at-the-heart-of-the-city/> [last accessed 20 July 2017]. Comparable 
analysis can be found in Laura Colombino’s book, Spatial Politics in Contemporary London 
Literature: Writing Architecture and the Body (New York: Routledge, 2013), in particular the 
second chapter, “Human Ruins and Architectural Spectres (the 1980s and Beyond)”, which 
addresses Hawksmoor in-depth, pp. 62-76. While it is beyond the scope of this study, 
Lawrence Driscoll explores what he believes is an under-critiqued and ultimately inadequate 
representation of the ideological tensions of class identity in the depiction of England’s history 
in Ackroyd’s fictional writing, in the chapter, “Classless Fictions?: Middle-Class 
History/Working-Class Subjects in Martin Amis, Peter Ackroyd, and Hanif Kureishi”, in 
Evading Class in Contemporary British Literature (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 
pp. 97-131. 

http://literarylondon.org/the-literary-london-journal/archive-of-the-literary-london-journal/issue-9-2/the-trope-of-the-tramp-ackroyds-vagrants-at-the-heart-of-the-city/
http://literarylondon.org/the-literary-london-journal/archive-of-the-literary-london-journal/issue-9-2/the-trope-of-the-tramp-ackroyds-vagrants-at-the-heart-of-the-city/
http://literarylondon.org/the-literary-london-journal/archive-of-the-literary-london-journal/issue-9-2/the-trope-of-the-tramp-ackroyds-vagrants-at-the-heart-of-the-city/
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Golem. Ackroyd’s use of parallel narratives with overlapping plot points, 

streets or locales that recur (whether they still exist, are yet to, or not at all), 

doppelgänger characters, and ‘authorial’ interjections by an omniscient 

narrator, seem to purposefully bleed through the eras at moments that 

function to accentuate their uncanny similarities, a means of textual haunting 

to which we will return throughout this study. It is through the employment of 

such techniques, Todd maintains, that Ackroyd and other postmodern London 

writers “realigned the city by reinventing it as a Gothic construct”, one that was 

figuratively able to represent, often symbolically, the devastating impact the 

conservative policies of the Thatcher-Major years had upon the city and its 

people during the 1980s and 1990s, when London was said to have once more 

“become a monster again”.78  

I find the analogy of the city-as-monster here illuminating, for in the 

Gothic the relationship between the past and the present is characteristically a 

troubled one wherein the past is not fixed in space and time but continually 

returns to haunt the present, most commonly as the monstrous embodiment 

of a society’s darkest fears, perversions, and anxieties. The inescapable urban 

sprawl of the modern metropolis and its masses has often been described as 

possessing the qualities of a living organism, human or otherwise, and there 

exists a long history of constructing London in this image, as Lawrence Phillips 

has noted, in which the city is described “as monstrous, threatening and 

functioning like some enormous body”.79 Ackroyd acknowledges this legacy in 

the very title of London: The Biography, evoking the city as the personified 

protagonist of its own life story. The opening chapter, “The City as Body”, 

functions as an introduction to his usage of the extended metaphor of its title, 

one that is found throughout all three volumes and their unique ‘biographical’ 

approaches.80 However, in both his historiography and his fiction, I propose 

Ackroyd is also actively employing the Gothic tradition, in particular its 

                                                   
78 Todd, p. 196. 

79 Phillips, p. 3.  

80 William Gibson, the acclaimed speculative fiction author, believes Ackroyd to have 
developed “an entirely new and utterly compelling way to write about cities”, which he terms 
“metrophagy, or the art and science of digesting large cities”, precisely because of Ackroyd’s 
representation of the “city's wholeness and fractal history in the most purely organic terms”; 
see Gibson, “‘Metrophagy’ Review of London: The Biography by Peter Ackroyd”, Whole Earth 
105 (2001), 38-39. 
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discourse of the abhuman, to create his vision of the city as a monstrous and 

threatening body that symbolises the presence of its history in his own 

contemporary context. In these works, by retelling the dark tales of violence 

and cruelty that have been repeated throughout London’s two thousand years 

of life, Ackroyd’s narratives continually return the ‘Gothic secrets’ of the city’s 

‘unofficial’ history, and the patterns of continuity he finds within them, to the 

present. It is an approach that appears to try to draw new blood from old 

wounds, to reveal that the monstrosities of the past can still be felt through the 

city’s psychogeography as if they were scars that deform the body and make it 

monstrous. In light of these understandings and informed by the conventions 

of the Gothic mode, in what follows I will define the discourse of abhumanity 

and the ways in which Ackroyd represents the city in an abhuman manner with 

close reference to his trilogy of histories and more generally to his novels. 

 

CORPOREAL LONDON:  

THE CITY AS BODY 

 

Throughout Ackroyd’s London writing, the city is frequently described 

using anthropomorphic metaphors, representations that give it the 

appearance of possessing human characteristics. Through this process of 

anthropomorphism, I will argue, Ackroyd is directly engaging with the Gothic 

mode via the discourse of abhumanity, first defined by Kelly Hurley in her 

definitive text, The Gothic Body: Sexuality, Materialism, and Degeneration at 

the Fin de Siècle.81 Hurley, borrowing the term from the Victorian Gothic 

author William Hope Hodgson, argues that the abhuman is the representation 

of “a not-quite-human subject” predominantly characterised by its “morphic 

variability”, one that is “continually in danger of becoming not-itself, becoming 

other”.82 Drawing on Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection from her seminal 

work, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, which is defined in simple 

terms as the subjective horror aroused by an inability to differentiate between 

                                                   
81 Kelly Hurley, The Gothic Body: Sexuality, Materialism, and Degeneration at the Fin de 
Siècle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 

82 Hurley, The Gothic Body, pp. 3-4. 
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the subject (self) and object (Other), Hurley argues that the abhuman body is 

“liminal, admixed, nauseating, [and] abominable” because it represents a 

subject that is “always-already in a state of indifferentiation, or undergoing 

metamorphoses into a bizarre assortment of human/not-human 

configurations”.83 The Gothic is similarly characterised by such an 

ambivalence that hinges on the provocation of the uncanny experience; 

wherein, to quote Hurley, one is “convulsed by nostalgia for the ‘fully human’ 

subject whose undoing it accomplishes so resolutely, and yet aroused by the 

prospect of a monstrous becoming”.84 Following Mary Shelley’s seminal 

depiction of a ‘monstrous becoming’ in Frankenstein, abhuman 

representations of the monster’s body gained popularity in the Gothic fiction 

of the nineteenth century, but were made particularly famous during the fin de 

siècle by Robert Louis Stevenson’s terrifying doppelgänger figure of Doctor 

Jekyll/Mr Hyde, and by Bram Stoker’s nefarious vampire, Dracula.85 These 

characters are abhuman precisely because the uncanny familiarity of their 

physical form represents what the prefix ab- originally meant in Latin, they 

have moved ‘away from’ what it means to be human and in the process, have 

thus become monstrous beings. As such, abhuman characters often functioned 

metaphorically as an embodiment of the period’s fears and anxieties, brought 

about by the rapid rise of modernity and, most significantly, by the birth of the 

modern metropolis and the growth of its increasingly unknowable urban 

populace which brought the monster far closer to home than ever before, as 

the faceless man of the crowd and the stranger next door. 

It is my proposition that within his historiographical London writing, 

Ackroyd often metaphorically transforms Gothic fiction’s symptomatic 

abhuman monster of the modern metropolis into the city’s body, so that the 

metropolis itself actually becomes the representative abhuman monster. For 

example, Ackroyd opens London: The Biography by representing the city as 

                                                   
83 Hurley, The Gothic Body, pp. 9-10. On the theory of abjection, see Julia Kristeva, Powers of 
Horror: An Essay on Abjection (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982). See also Hurley, 
“Abject and Grotesque”, in The Routledge Companion to Gothic, ed. by Spooner and McEvoy, 
pp. 137-146. 

84 Hurley, The Gothic Body, p. 4. 

85 Robert Louis Stevenson, Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006). Bram Stoker, Dracula (1897. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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possessing a “monstrous form” that is made “fleshy and voracious” by its large 

and ever-changing populace (p. 1). Through its modern expansion as the 

nation’s capital, its centre of global exchange (in political, economic, and socio-

cultural terms) and the heart of transportation and tourism, London has 

“grown fat upon its appetite for people and for food, for goods and for drink; it 

consumes and it excretes, maintained within a continual state of greed and 

desire” (London: The Biography, p. 1). It is thus, according to Ackroyd, a 

monster whose history is best represented as that of a “swollen and dropsical 

giant”, whose monopoly capitalist growth over the course of the previous 

centuries “kills more than it breeds” (London: The Biography, p. 1). He 

continues:  

Its head is too large, out of proportion to the other members; its face 

and hands have also grown monstrous, irregular and “out of all Shape”. 

It is a ‘spleen’ or a great ‘wen’. A body racked with fever, and choked by 

ashes (London: The Biography, pp. 1-2).  

Throughout his trilogy on London’s history, there are many chapters that 

contain small moments of similar description which work together to 

demonstrate Ackroyd’s vision of the city’s form as inherently monstrous 

because its topography is always-already engorged by the presence(s) of the 

past. However, one can argue that London, as a modern city, might necessarily 

operate as abhuman at its most basic level in that the structural conditions of 

its ‘life’, its developmental growth and change, are dependent on the human 

bodies that dwell within it, and yet these human bodies are also equally 

dependent on the city’s body, its urban materiality and physical features, to 

sustain their own lives. In the words of Elizabeth Grosz, “the city is made and 

made over into the simulacrum of the body, and the body, in its turn, is 

transformed, citified, urbanized as a distinctively metropolitan body”.86 In 

London: The Biography, Thames: Sacred River, and London Under, the city 

is consistently shown to behave in an ‘ab-human’ manner through its 

representation as an organism in which the bodies of the city’s human 

inhabitants and the bodily structures of the city’s architecture are inextricably 

                                                   
86 Elizabeth Grosz, “Bodies-Cities”, in Places through the Body, ed. by Heidi J. Nast and Steve 
Pile (London: Routledge, 1998), pp. 42-51 (p. 43). 
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fused as part of a monstrous “labyrinth, half of stone and half of flesh” 

(London: The Biography, p. 2).  

Ackroyd’s sustained metaphoric depiction of London’s geography and 

topographies as the limbs and systems of an actual human body further 

illuminate this line of interpretation with reference to his histories. In London: 

The Biography, Ackroyd describes the byways of the city as “thin veins”, its 

parks “like lungs”, its historically typical small houses are likened to “the cells 

that cluster in a human body” and even the cobblestones of the older 

thoroughfares of the city after rainfall “look as if they are bleeding” (p. 1, p. 

669). The use of these bodily metaphors is developed in London Under by 

internalising them, reflecting the book’s focus on the history of London 

beneath the surface. Ackroyd begins the volume by cautioning the reader to 

“tread carefully over the pavements of London for you are treading on skin, a 

skein of stone that covers [...] creeping things that will never see the light of 

day” (London Under, p. 1). Such overtly Gothic language is used to describe 

the history of these ‘creeping things’ in terms that subtly signify the ab-human 

nature of the city-as-body. For instance, throughout the book the London 

Underground railway is portrayed as the city’s nervous system (see chapters 

nine and ten), London’s subterranean rivers come to represent the pulse of 

blood through the city’s veins (see chapters three, four, and five), and we are 

told the sewer system is home to London’s metaphorical and literal bowels (see 

chapter six). The history of London beneath the surface appears abhuman, 

then, for it symbolically replicates the body’s internal functions in the text but 

on a monstrous scale, because Ackroyd believes that “like the nerves within the 

human body” this subterranean world historically “controls the life of the 

surface” in its own mysterious way (London Under, p. 2).  

Similarly, in Thames: Sacred River, the ancient river is described as 

representing England’s bloodstream. Ackroyd is certainly correct in claiming 

that for centuries past it has been the nation’s metaphorical lifeblood, “pulsing 

through the veins and arteries of its terrain” into the aorta at the nation’s heart 

“without which the life of London would seize up” (Thames: Sacred River, p. 

8). However, Ackroyd’s hyperbole goes so far as to suggest that there exists a 

preternatural biological connection between the historical personification of 
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the Thames with “human characteristics such as unpredictability and 

fierceness”, and the function of the body, apparently evident in the fact that 

they share the same material essence since the human body is by weight sixty 

percent water (Thames: Sacred River, p. 114). Through these 

anthropomorphic representations, Ackroyd envisions London, the place and 

its people, as a monstrous whole, as one abhuman body. By employing the 

visceral imagery of the abhuman, Ackroyd simultaneously internalises and 

externalises the monstrosity of London as a historical and geographical entity, 

making it a part of its (bodily) function, and thus a literal embodiment of its 

Gothic genius loci.  

Ackroyd’s depiction of the city as a monstrous body in his histories is 

reminiscent of the anthropomorphic use of landscape in Gothic fiction, in 

which a story’s setting is reflective of the darkness that is contained within the 

narrative and its characters.87 The setting of a Gothic work thus reveals, as 

Robert Mighall argues, “the socio-political and cultural attitude which informs 

the writer’s view of the geographical or institutional locale in question”.88 The 

use of this convention is particularly evident within Ackroyd’s novels wherein 

London and the characters living within its bounds come to embody one 

another, because, as Ackroyd has his version of Doctor Dee discover in The 

House of Doctor Dee, “this city is formed within the spiritual body of man” (p. 

273). This ‘spiritual’ or rather ‘spectral’ embodiment is perhaps at its most 

obvious in Hawksmoor, the eighteenth- and twentieth-century parallel plots 

of which run together to form a transhistorical narrative about the sinister 

effects the city’s architecture can have on those who dwell within its spaces 

over time. The character of Nicholas Dyer, Ackroyd’s fictional recreation of 

eminent London architect Nicholas Hawksmoor (albeit as a Satanist and serial 

killer), describes the eighteenth-century city, following the devastation 

wrought by the Plague in 1665, and its reconstruction and expansion after the 

Great Fire of London in 1666, as “that great monstrous Pile of London” 

                                                   
87 For a detailed discussion of the rise of this iconic depiction of landscape in Gothic literature, 
see Mighall’s A Geography of Victorian Gothic Fiction.  

88 Mighall, A Geography of Victorian Gothic Fiction, xviii. 
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(Hawksmoor, p. 11). It is “the Capitol of Darknesse”, the “smokey grave of 

Moloch”, and an embodiment of the Devil: 

Thus London grows more Monstrous, Straggling and out of all Shape: 

in this Hive of Noise and Ignornace, Nat, we are tyed to the World as to 

a sensible Carcasse and as we cross the stinking Body we call out What 

News? (Hawksmoor, p. 56). 

For Dyer’s vision of London’s monstrous body is an embodiment of his own 

monstrosity.89 The darkness that pervades his understanding of the city 

signifies his murderous desire to transform it through his own satanic design 

into a “huge talisman” so that he may defy death, by the occult placement of 

seven architecturally symbolic churches where “there are many Persons dead, 

only being buryed and laid in the Earth, there is an Assembling of Powers”, 

amplified by a sacrificial virgin child or child-like victim he plans to seal within 

their foundations (Hawksmoor, p. 25).90  

Moreover, in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, the Victorian district 

of Limehouse in the East End of London is actually transformed into the 

abhuman monster of the Golem, “the medieval Jewish word for an artificial 

being, created by the magician or the rabbi; it literally means ‘thing without 

form’, […] an object of horror” (p. 4). In chapter two, when the contemporary 

narrator is recounting the Limehouse Golem’s first killing at Limehouse Reach, 

the area in which the crime is committed is described in particularly abhuman 

terms:  

                                                   
89 Andrew Hock-Soon Ng’s monograph, Dimensions of Monstrosity in Contemporary 
Narratives: Theory, Psychoanalysis, Postmodernism (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2004), expertly pursues this line of analysis regarding the representation of space as 
monstrous in Hawksmoor, by engaging with the psychoanalytic theories of Jacques Lacan, 
Slavoj Žižek, and Julia Kristeva, to argue that “monstrosity is grafted onto subjectivities via 
their interaction with space”, p. 22. The potential that such an interpretation of the novel’s 
protagonist has for my own analysis will be further addressed later in this study. 

90 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 53. Onega succinctly describes the mystical significance of 
the churches’ occult geometric placement as follows: “In order to transcend the material world, 
Dyer must find a way to cross the seven intermediate planetary spheres, controlled, as he 
believes, by seven star-daemons whose task is precisely to prevent this ascent to the spiritual 
realm. […] Therefore, by projecting a certain pattern by means of his church building that is 
capable of reflecting the ‘Proportion of the Seven Orders,’ Dyer is literally attempting to 
reproduce the pattern cast by the seven fixed starts that control the intermediate planetary 
spheres, thus hoping to submit to his will the seven planetary daemons who control them”, pp. 
51-52. 
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It reeked of dampness and old stone, but it also possessed a stranger 

and more fugitive odour which was aptly described by one of the 

residents of the neighbourhood as that of ‘dead feet’ (Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, p. 5). 

Throughout the narrative, the seedy area ‘itself’ even appears to be responsible 

for the collection of murders perpetrated there by the novel’s mysterious serial 

killer whom the press has nicknamed the ‘Limehouse Golem’, so that “the 

search for the Limehouse Golem became, curiously enough, a search for the 

secret of London itself” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 88). It is 

similarly suggested in The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein that it is the 

“monstrousness” of the teeming nineteenth-century city of London that is 

partly responsible for the Doctor’s madness; it is the “fetid body” within which 

Frankenstein’s murderous monster is grown and unnaturally borne (p. 15).  

The idea that London ‘itself’ is the abhuman monster responsible for the 

various murders carried out in these three novels is further reinforced through 

their metafictional construction, often read as examples of postmodern 

(anti)detective fiction within which there is the distinct lack of a ‘traditional’ 

murderer and their capture.91 That Ackroyd’s London ‘itself’ may be the Gothic 

monster will be pursued within chapter four in Part Two: Textual Hauntings 

and the Ghosts of the Gothic, which will explore the personification of the city 

                                                   
91 Lewis provides a useful evaluation of current scholarship that address Hawksmoor and 
Chatterton as postmodernist detective fictions, and considers his own opinion on the matter 
in its conclusion, pp. 177-181. Similarly, Sağlam’s monograph explores Ackroyd’s ‘rewriting’ of 
the genres of biography and detective fiction through the metafictional techniques of pastiche 
and parody in Hawksmoor, Chatterton, The House of Doctor Dee, and Dan Leno and the 
Limehouse Golem. For further discussion of the relationship between these novels, 
postmodernism, and (anti)detective fiction, see the following examples: Edward J. Ahearn, 
“The Modern English Visionary: Peter Ackroyd's Hawksmoor and Angela Carter's The Passion 
of New Eve”, Twentieth Century Literature 46.4 (2000), 453-469; Tamás Bényei, 
“Reconsidering the Novels of Peter Ackroyd”, in British Fiction Today, ed. by Philip Tew and 
Rod Mengham (London: Continuum, 2006), pp. 55-66; Petr Chalupský, “Crime Narratives in 
Peter Ackroyd's Historiographic Metafictions”, European Journal of English Studies 14.2 
(2010), 121-31; Pedro García-Caro, “Behind the Canvas: The Role of Paintings in Peter 
Ackroyd's Chatterton and Arturo Pérez-Reverte's The Flanders Panel”, in Crime Scenes: 
Detective Narratives in European Culture since 1945, ed. by Anne Mullen and Emer O'Beirne 
(Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 2000), pp. 160-170; Luc Herman, “The Relevance of 
History: Der Zauberbaum (1985) by Peter Sloterdijk and Hawksmoor by Peter Ackroyd”, in 
History and Post-War Writing, ed. by Hans Bertens and Theo D'Haen (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 
1990), pp. 107-146; Lee, pp. 68-74; John Peck, “The Novels of Peter Ackroyd”, English Studies 
75.5 (September 1994), 442-452; David Richter, “Murder in Jest: Serial Killing in the Post-
Modern Detective Story”, The Journal of Narrative Technique 19.1 (Winter 1989), 106-115; 
and, Richard Swope, “Approaching the Threshold(s) in Postmodern Detective Fiction: 
Hawthorne's 'Wakefield' and Other Missing Persons”, Critique 39.3 (Spring 1998), 207-227.  
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through the various doppelgänger characters that haunt, and are haunted by, 

the various Londons of Ackroyd’s novels. What Ackroyd’s protagonists most 

commonly experience, both historically and in the contemporary scenes, then, 

is a city that might very well lie within “the belly of the monster Leviathan” 

(The House of Doctor Dee, p. 62). What I hope to have begun to show through 

the examples thus far, is that through the anthropomorphic depiction of the 

city’s landscape, and its personification as a character, Ackroyd’s 

representation of London can be read as a symbolic embodiment of the 

monstrous, abhuman figure of the Gothic tradition. Ackroyd’s Gothicised 

narration of the city-as-body can thus be understood to have the same function 

in both his histories and his novels, to literally bring London’s ‘spirit’ to life 

through the very discourse of its creation, the abhuman. 

Ackroyd takes this ‘Frankenstein-ian’ textual act further in both sets of 

works by proposing that the city, as a monstrous abhuman entity, possesses a 

kind of uncanny spectral consciousness, an “essential organic will” through 

which London is seemingly able to exercise agency over itself and its people 

(London: The Biography, p. 115). Steve Pile argues that there exists something 

unique to life in the city that lends itself to being read “as if it [the city] had a 

state of mind, a personality, as having a particular mood or sentiment, or as 

privileging certain attitudes and forms of sociation”.92 For Pile, such a reading 

comes from the ability to take seriously the “imaginative, fantastic, emotional 

– the phantasmagoric – aspects of city life”.93 It is an approach that Ackroyd 

clearly embraces in his literal representation of London’s “state of mind” as its 

spectral consciousness, as evidence of the haunting traces of continuity he 

believes to have shaped the city’s history and its geography into a 

transhistorical palimpsest from its sites of memory, and through which 

Londoners can come to comprehend its ‘spirit of place’.94  

Ackroyd has even revealed that he feels he shares a Faust-like 

relationship with the ‘spirit’ of London for the success the city has brought his 

                                                   
92 Pile, p. 2. 

93 Pile, p. 3.  

94 In London: The Biography, Ackroyd specifically muses on the idea of what it means to be a 
‘Londoner’ by asking this very question: “is London, then, just a state of mind? The more 
nebulous its boundaries, and the more protean its identity, has it now become an attitude or 
set of predilections?”, pp. 767-768. 
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career. In a now rather notorious anecdote, Ackroyd connects this ‘Faustian 

bargain’ with the city’s spirit to his suffering of a life-threatening heart attack 

less than twenty-four hours after he had finished writing London: The 

Biography.95 In his retelling, Ackroyd ominously attributes his near-loss of life 

to the city itself (and, more realistically, to the ongoing stress of the two-year 

long project):  

London very nearly killed me. While I was writing it [London: The 

Biography], I would jokingly tell my friends that it was killing me. This 

turned out to be literally true. You see, London has definitely made my 

career – my most successful books all have the capital as their main 

theme – but it has exacted a very high price. Perhaps the city, which I 

regard as an organic being in its biography, wanted my death as 

payment. Luckily, it didn’t cash the cheque.96  

What is revealed within this moment of creative embellishment is more than 

just Ackroyd’s deeply personal connection to London, his muse and home since 

birth. This anecdote’s theatrical recreation of what was a very real near-death 

experience offers us an insight into the source of Ackroyd’s London 

historiography that I would suggest is present throughout his writing: a belief 

that the city is home to a Gothic genius loci, an uncanny spectral consciousness 

able to exercise a powerful influence in its inhabitants’ lives (and deaths).  

 

INCORPOREAL LONDON:   

THE CITY AS CONSCIOUSNESS 

 

Building on how Ackroyd constructs his vision of London’s landscape 

as abhumanly monstrous in its physical form, I will now examine how he 

develops the city’s character in his writing through the suggestion of its 

possession of a kind of consciousness. In London: The Biography, he suggests 

                                                   
95 A retelling of this anecdote evocatively opens the first chapter of Lewis’ monograph, p. 1. The 
anecdote has been retold in many interviews by Ackroyd, as well as by scholars and critics alike 
in journal articles, chapters, and reviews of the author.  

96 Francis Gilbert, “I Will Rise Again”, New Statesman (20 December 1999), 116. 
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that for hundreds of years, the very act of building the city out of its physical 

materials, its ancient stones, brick-earth, and clay, gives it the appearance of 

“raising itself from its primeval origin”, furthering the idea that it possesses a 

spectral form of consciousness which has allowed it to shape its own “human 

settlement from the senseless material of past time” (pp. 8-9). The city is thus 

suggested to have a ‘spirit of place’ in the supernatural sense of the term; its 

consciousness is spectral because ‘it’ appears to attempt realisation and to yield 

influence in a manner that is similar to a ghost – through the haunting of 

specific sites. Haunted sites, Steve Pile argues, “betray the significance of time 

and memory in the production of urban space” for in their haunting, “ghosts 

destabilise the flow of time of a place”.97 In Ackroyd’s histories, the 

representation of London’s consciousness typically functions in this way, as 

the means through which the city’s genius loci can be seen to ‘haunt’ places of 

continuity where the ‘flow of time’ has been destabilised by the presence of 

memory into uncanny convergence. Ackroyd claims this occurs because 

London is one of the oldest cities in the world, “so filled with intimations of its 

past” that the spectral presence(s) of its history becomes inescapable, forming 

a ‘spirit’ of place which “haunts its own inhabitants” (London: The Biography, 

p. 213). London’s ‘spirit’ is thus able to exert a haunting influence over these 

sites (and their inhabitants) through the psychogeographical palimpsest the 

city’s history and geography form, mapped out within the historiography 

Ackroyd constructs. Through the palimpsestic layering of narratives, each of 

which explores how certain activities appear to be an intrinsic part of various 

locales throughout the city, Ackroyd’s historiography works to reveal how the 

conflation of time and space functions in these sites as if it is “moved or swayed 

by some unknown source of power”: London’s ‘spirit of place’ (London: The 

Biography, p. 774).  

Furthermore, we can see this psychogeographical approach to 

understanding the city’s ‘spirit of place’ to be at the crux of Ackroyd’s more 

recent production of historical documentaries for television, which are based 

                                                   
97 Pile, p. 131. 
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on his histories.98 Ackroyd is the presenter and narrator of these 

documentaries, but he is also their psychogeographer. By literally walking the 

viewer through the various historical locations his narration discusses as they 

exist in the present day in scenes often interposed with actor reconstructions 

or CGI imaging, Ackroyd emphasises the physical as well as the psychic 

importance of these heritage sites for understanding the history of place and 

its ‘spirit’. For example, in The Romantics (originally broadcast in 2006 on the 

BBC), in his role as the presenter of the series Ackroyd appears to conjure the 

‘ghosts’ of famous figures of the Romantic Movement from his physical 

presence at the places in which they lived, worked, and died. These ‘ghosts’ are 

portrayed by an array of well-known British actors who materialise and 

dematerialise into golden orbs of light at such locations to recite extracts from 

their Romantic figure’s works or perform reconstructions of events in their 

lives. In these documentaries, Ackroyd is playing on what Jerome De Groot 

calls the “psychogeographic presumption”, which is the principle that the act 

of being physically present at these sites can form a connection between the 

past and the present.99 Ackroyd’s performance of the ‘psychogeographic 

presumption’ thus serves to communicate visually the importance of sites of 

apparent spatial and temporal continuity for his palimpsestic reconstruction 

of the city’s past; however, his performance also exemplifies how the theory 

functions within his written work. Through the Gothicised language of his 

narration and depiction of these sites as transhistorically ‘haunted’ by 

London’s ‘spirit’, Ackroyd as the author/narrator of these narratives is 

positioned as the city’s conduit, London’s psychic medium, able to 

communicate with its spectral consciousness, to conjure its ghosts and narrate 

its story.100  

                                                   
98 The historical documentaries were all written and presented by Ackroyd, and include 
Dickens (BBC, 2002), London (BBC, 2004), The Romantics (BBC, 2006), London Visions, 
(BBC, 2007), Peter Ackroyd’s Thames (ITV, 2008), and Peter Ackroyd’s Venice (BBC, 2009). 

99 De Groot, p. 113. 

100 In an interview with Jeremy Gibson included in Gibson and Wolfreys’ monograph, Ackroyd 
specifically refers to himself in these terms with reference to his literary inheritances: “I 
assume I’m simply one more person in a line [...] which exists before me and exists after me. 
So, in other words, I’m not an individual sensibility, I’m more of a medium as it were”, p. 245. 
Additionally, there are instances in London: The Biography where Ackroyd proposes to speak 
as London, stating, “there will always be those who fail or who are unfortunate, just as there 
will always be those who cannot cope with the world [...] but I can encompass them all”, p. 767. 
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As Merlin Coverley has suggested, Ackroyd is developing throughout his 

oeuvre a kind of “Gothic psychogeography” that specifically explores the 

effects of “the more extreme forms of behavioural response provoked by the 

city”.101 Coverley proposes that to view the city as “a place of dark imaginings” 

is closely allied with “an antiquarianism that views the present through the 

prism of the past”.102 By contrasting “a horizontal movement across the 

topography of the city with a vertical descent through its past”, the practice of 

psychogeography endeavours to reveal the truth of what lies beneath, the 

‘secret’ sites of the city’s ‘unofficial’ history, neglected from ‘official’ records or 

hidden from view by contemporary construction.103 Petr Chalupský similarly 

claims that it is by: 

oscillating between topography, antiquarianism and documentarism on 

the one hand, and psychology and psychoanalysis on the other, 

psychogeography as a narrative strategy effectively combines historio-

geographic scrutiny with psychological self-scrutiny, revelation of the 

city’s unconsciousness together with that of the practitioner, 

phenomenalistic recording with aesthetic creation.104 

Ackroyd’s collection of work thus reveals him to be, to borrow Chalupský’s 

phrase, a “psychogeographic antiquarian” whose writing effectively functions 

as a means of “collecting, storing up, recording and re-enacting as much of the 

accumulated past and present experience of and in the city as he can, both 

textual and lived,” in order to explore its effects on “the individual as well as 

the collective psyche of his Londoners”.105 All of Ackroyd’s London-based 

novels address, in varying degrees, the haunting presence of a particularly 

Gothic psychogeography and the patterns of influence it has created across 

time and space in the city of the narratives. However, it is also through 

London’s Gothic psychogeography that the spectral consciousness of the city’s 

                                                   
101 Coverley, Psychogeography, p. 81. 

102 Coverley, Psychogeography, p. 14. 

103 Coverley, Psychogeography, p. 14. 

104 Petr Chalupský, “London of the Mind—The Narrative of Psychogeographic Antiquarianism 
in Selected London Novels of Peter Ackroyd”, English Language and Literature Studies 4.1 
(2014), 10-21 (p. 12). 

105 Chalupský, “London of the Mind”, p. 19. 
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‘spirit’ seems to be able to play a part in influencing the mentality and 

behaviour of characters over the course of their lives, and in their deaths.  

In Ackroyd’s most recently published novel, Three Brothers, the 

omniscient narration frequently hints that London, possessing some form of 

consciousness, orchestrates the uncanny connections that are revealed 

between almost all of the characters, in that the city itself is represented as 

taking responsibility for the patterns of continuity, coincidence, and 

consequence which permeate the titular Hanway brothers’ lives and their 

inability to escape the mystical threads of fate that tied them together at birth 

and eventually again in death.106 London’s ‘spirit of place’ creates in Ackroyd’s 

writing, as the middle-brother Daniel Hanway (and suggestively perhaps 

Ackroyd’s own fictional doppelgänger) notes of all London authors: 

a web so taut and tightly drawn that the slightest movement of any part 

sent reverberations through the whole. A chance encounter might lead 

to terrible consequences, and a misheard word bring unintended good 

fortune. An impromptu answer to a sudden question might cause death 

(Three Brothers, p. 185).  

Moreover, in Ackroyd’s novels the city’s ‘spirit’ is often embodied within 

specific architectural sites to return their repressed histories and memories to 

the contemporary through the characters’ engagement with their Gothic 

psychogeography; as Matthew Palmer experiences when he inherits Doctor 

Dee’s house in The House of Doctor Dee, and as the contemporary Detective 

Hawksmoor of New Scotland Yard encounters when investigating the pattern 

of murders carried out around the churches in the 1980s narrative strand of 

Hawksmoor. Detective Hawksmoor is also aware of such psychogeographical 

occurrences in the city, noting that “most criminals tend to remain in the same 

districts, continuing with their activities until they were arrested” because he 

speculates, as we will come to see Ackroyd does in his histories, that “these 

same areas had been used with similar intent for centuries past” so much so 

                                                   
106 Further discussion of this idea can be found within my published book review of the novel: 
Ashleigh Prosser, “Review: Peter Ackroyd, Three Brothers: A Novel (London, Chatto & 
Windus, 2013)”, Limina: A Journal of Historical and Cultural Studies 20.1 (2014), 
<www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au/volumes/20.1/ackroyd#Peter%20Ackroyd> [last accessed 20 
July 2017] 

http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au/volumes/20.1/ackroyd#Peter%20Ackroyd>
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that “certain streets or patches of ground provoked a malevolence which 

generally seemed to be quite without motive” (Hawksmoor, pp. 141-142).  

There are also many sections within Ackroyd’s histories of London that 

explore the felt presence of the city’s Gothic psychogeography, seemingly as an 

attempt to map out its uncanny patterns of affect throughout history. In 

Thames: Sacred River, the psychogeographical influence of the Thames can 

be found, according to Ackroyd, in its influence on the psychological 

temperament of its people. Ackroyd proposes that certain areas within the 

river itself and along its banks “create or harbour distinct properties that are 

not susceptible to rational analysis” (Thames: Sacred River, p. 47). The 

penultimate part of Thames: Sacred River contains several chapters 

exclusively focused on the river’s Gothic history, in particular its function as a 

harbinger of death. For example, in a chapter on the history of suicide by the 

river, Ackroyd suggests a force that “lures the unwary to their deaths” as if 

“grabbed by unseen hands” possesses the Thames (Thames: Sacred River, p. 

377, p. 375). Ackroyd continues in this mode in London Under, where the 

nature of suicide in the Underground ‘Tube’ system is encouraged by the 

thunder of a train’s arrival, which many throughout its history have construed 

as “an invitation to leap” (p. 146). Again, in London: The Biography, Ackroyd 

pays particular attention to the history of violence in the city, and the 

psychogeographical residue it leaves on the areas in which it is committed. 

Ackroyd locates these discussions primarily within the suburbs of the East End 

(where much of his fiction is also set), in areas which he considers to be a 

historical “microcosm of London’s own dark life”, the abhuman city’s “heart of 

darkness”, and home to the spectral consciousness of London’s Gothic genius 

loci (London: The Biography, pp. 678-679). Ackroyd maintains that a 

lingering anxiety can still be felt in the area’s more infamous suburbs or 

locations, particularly at sites of violence or upheaval where “the forces of 

repressed anger and fear are overwhelmingly present” (London: The 

Biography, p. 492). Writing on the history of murder in the city, he claims its 

mysterious prominence within the East End suggests that “the city itself might 

have taken part in the crime”, made particularly evident by the unsolved ‘Jack 

the Ripper’ murders of 1888, where the fact that “the killer was never captured 

seemed only to confirm the impression that the bloodshed was created by the 
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foul streets themselves; that the East End was the true Ripper” (London: The 

Biography, p. 272, p. 676).107 What these examples collectively present is the 

idea that the East End of the city, and its long, dark history, form a 

psychogeographical palimpsest that has been actively shaped by the presence 

of a malevolent ‘spirit of place’.  

Ackroyd’s maintains this Gothic vision of the East End, as do 

contemporaries like Iain Sinclair, despite the massive post-war 

redevelopments of the area that have potentially complicated their claims for 

its endurance.108 The idea of a haunted East End still seems to endure 

nonetheless because, according to Paul Newland, the area has “acquired a 

personality – a reputation constructed around a repertoire of narratives and 

images” through which “it has become an object of horror; but also, more 

recently, an object of nostalgia”.109 Therefore, I argue that the East End can 

still be effectively understood as a palimpsest, particularly one that is 

representative of its dark past, in spite of the physical and socio-cultural 

changes to the area, because the presence of the psychogeographic traces of its 

‘spirit of place’ have been rewritten into its popular history by Ackroyd and his 

contemporaries, and preserved through London’s heritage industry of Gothic 

tourism typified by ‘Jack the Ripper’ walking tours which began soon after the 

crimes were committed and which continue to this day.110 What I have 

                                                   
107 As previously mentioned, Ackroyd has made frequent recourse to this principle in his 
novels’ depictions of the East End, and suggestively invokes murder in this way in 
Hawksmoor, Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, and The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, 
analysed within the chapters of Part Two: Textual Hauntings and the Ghosts of the Gothic. 

108 Murray provides an in-depth comparative analysis of the relationship both Sinclair and 
Ackroyd have with the East End in his monograph, in particular in the conclusion which 
discusses Spitalfields as it is depicted in Sinclair and Ackroyd’s works, see pp. 172-182.  

109 Newland, p. 18. 

110 See Robert Mighall, “Crime and Memory in the Capital”, in London: From Punk to Blair, 
ed. by Kerr and Gibson, pp. 331-338. As Mighall states in the chapter, “criminality has become 
part of the capital’s heritage industry, offering selected mythologies for cultural consumption 
and perpetuation”, p. 336. David Cunningham also explores the impact that the heritage 
tourism industry’s Gothicised mythology of the East End, and the Ripper murders in 
particular, have had on contemporary London in “Living in the Slashing Grounds: Jack the 
Ripper, Monopoly Rent and the New Heritage”, in Jack the Ripper: Media, Culture, History, 
ed. by Alexandra Warwick and Martin Willis (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2007), pp. 159-175. Max Duperray similarly addresses the popular mythologising of the East 
End through the Ripper’s many literary afterlives (which includes a brief discussion of 
Ackroyd’s Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem), in his chapter, “‘Jack the Ripper’ as Neo-
Victorian Gothic Fiction: Twentieth-Century and Contemporary Sallies into a Late Victorian 
Case and Myth”, in Neo-Victorian Gothic: Horror, Violence and Degeneration in the Re-
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attempted to reveal through the selection and discussion of the examples of 

this chapter thus far is that in reading Ackroyd’s Gothic psychogeography of 

the city we find that, to quote Lawrence Phillips, “London becomes a revenant” 

whose principal function is to haunt, to return (to) its history as “the repressed, 

the disjunctive, and the uncanny”.111  

 

THE CITY AS THE UNCONSCIOUS:  

A GOTHIC THEORY OF THE HISTORY OF PLACE 

 

“Das Unheimliche, or The Uncanny”, Sigmund Freud’s seminal essay 

published in 1919, is one of the earliest cross-disciplinary studies of the 

experience of the uncanny that embraces aesthetic, literary, and 

psychoanalytic approaches to this “particular species of the frightening”.112 

Significantly, Freud argues that defining the uncanny is a particularly elusive 

endeavour in many languages, but concludes that etymologically, the German 

word unheimlich, and the English word uncanny, are the closest semantic 

equivalents, for by comparing various dictionary definitions of heimlich, or 

‘homely’, it appears to become “increasingly ambivalent” until it ultimately 

‘merges with its antonym unheimlich, ‘unhomely’’, which, Freud argues, 

demonstrates that, “the uncanny (das unheimliche, ‘the unhomely’) is in some 

ways a species of the familiar (das heimliche, ‘the homely’)’”.113 Throughout the 

                                                   
Imagined Nineteenth Century, ed. by Marie-Luise Kohlke and Christian Gutleben 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2012), pp. 167-195. 

111 Phillips, p. 9. 

112 Freud, p. 125. For a few exemplary representations that can provide an overview of 
scholarship on the uncanny, and on its relationship to the Gothic, I offer the following: 
Christine Berthin, Gothic Hauntings: Melancholy Crypts and Textual Ghosts, (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010); Jo Collins and John Jervis, eds., Uncanny Modernity: Cultural 
Theories, Modern Anxieties (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); Anneleen Masschelein, 
The Unconcept: The Freudian Uncanny in Late Twentieth-Century Theory (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2011); and, Nicholas Royle, The Uncanny (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2003). 

113 Freud, p. 134. Freud cites a particularly pertinent example from the 1877 German Dictionary 
of Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, in which the unheimlich, “starting from the homely and the 
domestic”, is defined as “a further development towards the notion of something removed 
from the eyes of strangers, hidden, secret”, p. 133. It is most interesting, then, that the first 
collection of fairy tales by the Brothers Grimm, which are renowned as decidedly uncanny, 
Gothic retellings of folk tales, is aptly titled Children’s and Household Tales (1812). 
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essay, and as I shall explore further within the chapters of this study, Freud 

develops the argument that the cause of an uncanny experience, or sensation, 

such as the strange repetitious feelings of déjà vu or meeting a doppelgänger, 

can be attributed to the “return of the repressed”. For Freud, it returns via the 

uncanny experience, either as a personal psychological encounter with the 

return of “repressed childhood complexes” (originating from within family 

life), or as the return of the “primitive beliefs” of pre-modern society “which 

have been surmounted” by the advancements of the Enlightenment and the 

rise of modernity, but which in the uncanny moment “appear to be once again 

confirmed”.114  

It appears, then, that Ackroyd’s Gothic psychogeography of London is a 

means of depicting these occult ‘primitive’ or ‘unconscious’ forces which bring 

the abhuman monster of London to life, and are embodied by his narrative of 

the city’s Gothic genius loci as its ‘unofficial’ history. They have been repressed 

within the palimpsest of history that exists beneath the surface of the city-text 

and its ‘official’ heritage narratives, but enact their return through the trace of 

the haunting recurrences and psychogeographical continuities embedded 

within its past. As Gibson and Wolfreys affirm, Ackroyd’s writing “retraces 

hidden elements in the city’s identity, thereby promising to return to us the 

city, any number of cities, at any moment in the secret and submerged history 

of London”.115 Therefore, one could read the recurrence of uncanny 

continuities within the ‘haunted’ sites of London’s spectral (un)consciousness 

as an example of the Freudian uncanny’s ‘return of the repressed’, whereby 

London’s archi-text-ural sites of memory manifest the return of a repressed 

Gothic past. The unconscious, being inaccessible to our conscious minds, is a 

repository of all that we once knew but cannot bear to know any more, yet this 

unknowable knowledge (and the very knowledge that it is unknowable) can 

still affect our behavioural and emotional responses, perfectly illustrated by 

                                                   
114 Freud, p. 155. 

115 Gibson and Wolfreys, p. 192. 



75 
 

the fear induced in the uncanny moment when “everything that was intended 

to remain secret, hidden away [...] has come into the open”.116  

Ackroyd specifically proposes in London Under that London’s 

underground world is an apt representation for the human unconscious 

because it embodies “the formless and inchoate source of our instincts and 

desires”, suggestively invoking Freudian theory, for it is filled with history’s 

“forgotten things, discarded things, secret things” (p. 10, p. 13). In Thames: 

Sacred River, the Thames is also described as a “token of the unconscious”, 

due to its ancient suggestions of “depth and invisible life”, for it is a “great 

depository of past lives” (p. 7, p. 369). In both works, this metaphorical 

unconscious is repeatedly depicted in Freudian terms as a haunted, primeval 

place; it is a place of transgressions and secrets, of burials and ghosts, of 

strange creatures, perhaps even monsters, and most importantly, as a place of 

nightmares in which the most primitive fears of the dark, of death, and of the 

unknown are confronted. Even Ackroyd’s chapter titles from London Under 

betray this volume’s focus on the return of the ‘repressed’ elements of London’s 

history contained within its spirit’s unconscious. Chapter two is titled “Rising 

Up” and explores the ‘return’ of the city’s history through archaeological 

excavations unearthing its remains. Chapter four ‘raises’ the burial of London’s 

underground rivers, the “Forgotten Streams” of its title, whilst chapter eleven, 

“Buried Secrets”, specifically explores the lost underground world of the city 

that has been built and abandoned over the course of its history. Finally, 

chapter thirteen, titled “Deep Fantasies”, brings the volume to conclusion by 

discussing all of what has been repressed into the city’s unconscious in relation 

to its textual ‘return’ in London’s literary history. Within Ackroyd’s 

historiographical writings, his envisioning of an abhuman London can thus be 

read as an attempt to unify these Gothic discourses of monstrosity and 

spectrality through the framework of the uncanny, “for this uncanny element 

is actually nothing new or strange, but something that was long familiar to the 

psyche and was estranged from it only through being repressed”.117 Ackroyd’s 

                                                   
116 Freud, p. 132. It is worth noting that Freud’s theorisation of memory, the unconscious mind, 
and his descriptions of the experience of the uncanny are often illustrated using spatial 
metaphors or through similar kinds of imagery such as hauntings and returns. 

117 Freud, p. 148.  



76 
 

historiography of the ‘spirit of place’ therefore becomes a familiar, yet 

unfamiliar, vision of London’s ‘repressed’ or ‘unofficial’ history as a 

palimpsestic narrative of uncanny eternal recurrences revealed “in a sudden 

gesture, in a sentence overheard, in an instant of memory”: 

London is filled with such broken images, laughter which has been 

heard before, a tearful face which has been seen before, a street which 

is unknown and yet familiar (London: The Biography, p. 776).  

However, as Anthony Vidler argues, the concept of “the ‘uncanny’ is not 

a property of space itself nor can it be provoked by any particular spatial 

conformation”; rather, he asserts that as a discourse of experience, in its 

“aesthetic dimension” it functions to represent a “mental state of projection 

that precisely elides the boundaries of the real and the unreal in order to 

provoke a disturbing ambiguity, a slippage between waking and dreaming”.118 

Freud argues that the uncanny as a psychic experience is created in the 

moment when fantasy and reality are unknowingly blurred, “when we are faced 

with the reality of something that we have until now considered imaginary”, 

which is illustrated in his study by examining its ‘aesthetic dimension’ in 

literature through E. T. A. Hoffman’s story, “The Sandman”.119 Reading 

Ackroyd’s historiography of London thus places one within this point of 

slippage into the uncanny; for the boundaries of the ‘real’ city of physical 

experience and historical (f)actuality, and the ‘unreal’ textual city of the literary 

imagination, are blurred by the aesthetic dimensions of Ackroyd’s Gothic 

narratives of representation. Therefore, the uncanny effect induced by these 

Gothic narrative aesthetics is achieved in exactly the same way throughout 

Ackroyd’s writing, regardless of whether it is executed using the metafictional 

devices of his novels or the thematic montages of his histories, for as Ackroyd 

plainly stated in an interview with Jeremy Gibson, he believes “all forms of 

history are forms of fiction [...] in both fiction and biography, you’re trying to 

construct a narrative, and characters, and atmosphere. You’re trying to tell a 

                                                   
118 Anthony Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely (Cambridge: 
M.I.T. Press, 1992), p. 11. 

119 Freud, p. 150. 
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story”.120 Within the context of contemporary postmodern debates concerning 

‘History’ and ‘Fiction’, Ackroyd’s approach seems to endorse the strain of 

argument pioneered by theorists such as Hayden White that history is textual, 

and in essence, another form of narrative; however, he paradoxically combines 

this understanding within his work with a serious belief in the genius loci and 

the transhistorical patterns of spatio-temporal recurrence it creates.121 

Therefore, what I propose we are reading in Ackroyd’s Gothicised 

historiography is in fact, in Vidler’s terms, the aesthetic representation of his 

unique ‘mental projection’ of the city through which Ackroyd seeks to return 

(to) the narratives of what he believes to be London’s repressed Gothic genius 

loci. 

 

“WHAT, THEN, IS THIS SPIRIT OF LONDON PLACE?”122 

 

Peter Ackroyd’s three companion volumes on London’s history can thus 

be understood as the author’s attempt to answer this very question, first posed 

in London: The Biography, but one he has been asking for over three decades 

in his fiction since the publication of his debut novel, The Great Fire of London, 

in 1982. I argue Ackroyd’s engagement with the discourses of monstrosity, 

spectrality, and the uncanny within these works reveals a personal belief that 

the spirit of London is part of a Gothic genius loci, for his depictions of the 

                                                   
120 Gibson and Wolfreys, p. 223. Similarly, in an interview with Lidia Vianu in 2006, Ackroyd 
explains: “I never see much difference myself between fiction and biography […] [because] for 
me the act of writing a novel is no different from the act of writing a biography or a historical 
study. The same principles apply and the same effects are engineered”, see Vianu, 
“Interviewing Peter Ackroyd Part 1: ‘I Certainly Don't Subscribe to Any Modern Literary 
Theory’”, European English Messenger 15.2 (2006), 64-69 (pp. 67-68). 

121 Hayden White theorises throughout his works that the writing of history is to be considered 
an equivalent to the writing of fiction because they both engage with the writing of narratives 
using the same literary conventions and structures. In the Tropics of Discourse: Essays in 
Cultural Criticism (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1978), he writes: “How a 
given historical situation is to be configured depends on the historian’s subtlety in matching 
up a specific plot structure with the set of historical events that he wishes to endow with a 
meaning of a particular kind. This is essentially a literary that is to say fiction-making 
operation”, p. 85. For an excellent review of these debates see the collection of articles 
contained within the expanded Forum section of the double issue Rethinking History 9.2/3 
(2005), and specifically Hayden White’s own introduction to the Forum section, 
“Introduction: Historical Fiction, Fictional History, and Historical Reality”, Rethinking 
History 9.2/3 (2005), 147–157. 

122 Ackroyd, London: The Biography, p. 580. 
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geography of the city and the narratives of its history are filled with decidedly 

Gothic “suggestions of excess and overpowering amplitude, of religious 

yearning and monumentality; it suggests ancient piety and vertiginous stone” 

(London: The Biography, p. 580). Ackroyd’s affinity for the Gothic form, 

revealed in his writing’s embrace of both its eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century literary contexts and its medieval architectural origins, is apparently 

based on a firmly held belief that the Gothic is a “constant feature of the 

English imagination, caught in some helpless reversion to the past” (Albion: 

The Origins of the English Imagination, p. 388). As we have seen thus far, in 

Ackroyd’s writing there is, then, a particular “visionary, romantic un-

remaindering of gothic romance” which, Jean-Michel Ganteau finds, is 

revealed in his “relentless wish to delve into the depths of the English tradition 

so as to define the matrix of Englishness that, in the author's own terms, is 

nothing less than the Gothic”.123 For Ackroyd even goes so far as to suggest in 

Albion: The Origins of the English Imagination, that “Gothic literature itself 

is a rancid form of English antiquarianism”, quoting Chris Baldick to the effect 

that such reverence for “the imagined vitality of past ages” also represents “a 

fear of historical reversion [...] of the nagging possibility that the despotisms 

buried by the modern age may prove to be yet undead” (p. 388).124 It is on this 

premise that I suggest, therefore, one can interpret the ‘Gothicised’ 

representation of London in Ackroyd’s writing to be a narrative of the uncanny 

wherein such ‘rancid antiquarianism’ returns, through the city’s Gothic 

remains, the repressed fear of precisely such historical reversions.  

Ackroyd’s continual return, then, to these narratives of the Gothic and 

their uncanny haunting of London in his histories and fictions, and more 

widely throughout his oeuvre, could perhaps also be considered to be the 

literary exercise of some form of a Gothicised Freudian repetition compulsion, 

in which the darkness of the city’s past – its ‘return of the repressed’ – is 

repeatedly ‘acted out’ (textually) but never successfully ‘worked through’ 

(historically), and is thus condemned to be repeated. For as Freud notes, 

within the unconscious mind there exists “the dominance of a compulsion to 

                                                   
123 Ganteau, “Un-Remaindering Gothic Romance”, p. 253. 

124 The quotation is taken from Chris Baldick’s introduction to The Oxford Book of Gothic Tales 
(1992. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), xiii. 
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repeat”, one that is “strong enough to override the pleasure principle and lend 

a demonic character to certain aspects of mental life”, so much so that anything 

that can “remind us of this inner compulsion to repeat is perceived as 

uncanny”.125 Alex Murray considers Ackroyd’s compulsive approach to 

historiography as an example of the “fetishization of place”, in which London’s 

history is materialised into sites of memory (in the tradition of Pierre Nora’s 

‘lieux de memoire’) that “enable the recollection of a potentially safe and secure 

version of the past”, best exemplified by the 1980s English heritage industry’s 

‘Blue Plaque’ scheme.126 Murray argues that Ackroyd’s narrative of London’s 

spirit, and his continual return to writing it in his works, is thus confined to 

acts of “historical echolalia”, in which the past is condemned to repeat with 

“history bequeathing a pattern of influence from which the city and its 

inhabitants can never escape”.127 In its etymological origins, the term 

‘echolalia’ is the literal combination of ‘echo’ (ἠχώ) which means ‘to repeat’ and 

‘lalia’ (λαλιά) which means ‘to talk’, and is broadly defined as the practice of 

the apparently meaningless repetitions of words and phrases.128 However, I 

believe the application of this term to Ackroyd’s historiography in Murray’s 

work reduces the author’s depiction of London’s ‘spirit of place’ to a passive 

and powerless position within his writing (for in accordance with the definition 

they are ‘apparently meaningless repetitions’), denying the possibility of 

reading layered meaning or symbolic significance into what are undeniably 

carefully crafted and consistent portrayals throughout his oeuvre. 

Rather, by reading Ackroyd’s vision of London’s ‘spirit of place’ through 

the lens of the Gothic mode, I believe Ackroyd’s representation of the city can 

be better understood to be drawn directly from his fictional practice. In the 

                                                   
125 Freud, p. 145. 

126 Murray, p. 5. Founded in 1866 and successively run by the Royal Society of Arts, the London 
County Council, the Greater London Council, and the English Heritage Trust since 1986, the 
‘Blue Plaque’ scheme mounts commemorative blue plaques containing information on specific 
English historical personages, periods, or places, on sites deemed to be of notable heritage. 
You can now download the official English Heritage Trust ‘Blue Plaques of London’ phone app 
that provides a guided walking tour of notable plaques, and allows you to search for plaques 
near your location. 

127 Murray, p. 21. 

128 “Echolalia, n.” Oxford English Dictionary Online (Oxford University Press),  
<http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/view/Entry/59335?redirectedFrom=echo
lalia>  [last accessed 20 July 2017] 

http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/view/Entry/59335?redirectedFrom=echolalia
http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/view/Entry/59335?redirectedFrom=echolalia
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tradition of the Gothic in fiction, Ackroyd is corporealising the city, as both 

character and landscape, with a symbolic reading of its history. As a discourse 

of experience, his ‘imaginary projections’ of the abhuman city, then, are borne 

from the uncanny in its aesthetic dimension precisely as Vidler has argued, 

through the ambiguous blurring of fantasy and reality, fact and fiction. 

Contrary to Murray’s conclusion, then, in this context of a Gothicised 

metatextual historiography, the abhuman city bequeaths a pattern of influence 

to its inhabitants that, for Ackroyd, is London’s history of place, one which his 

writing endows with significant cultural meaning and wider literary purpose, 

as the analyses of this study endeavour to show.  
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Photograph 4: The entrance to the Reading Room in the British Museum, London (Author, 7 March 
2016). 

 

Photograph 3: View of the glass dome ceiling of the Reading 
Room in the British Museum, London (Author, 7 March 2016). 
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PART ONE: HAUNTING TIME, HAUNTING SPACE 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

NO PLACE LIKE HOME: 

URBAN HAUNTINGS AND THE HAUNTED HOUSE 

CHRONOTOPE IN THE HOUSE OF DOCTOR DEE 

 

“There is no place that is not haunted by many different spirits 

hidden there in silence, spirits one can 'invoke' or not.  

Haunted places are the only ones people can live in–” 

Michel De Certeau1 

 

“Past and present collide in a thousand different forms” in the city of 

London, Ackroyd reminds the reader of London: The Biography, and the 

very same can be said to occur in his own works (p. 120). The ways in which 

the conceptualisation of space and time, and the relationship between them, 

contribute to our understanding of the construction of a place and its history 

is of great significance for any consideration of Ackroyd’s writing on 

London. Unsurprisingly, there is a large body of scholarly research that 

deals with these subjects; however, little analysis has yet been done on the 

specifically haunted and haunting connections that space and time create 

in many of Ackroyd’s London works, when they are viewed through the lens 

of the Gothic mode.2 The purpose of the previous chapter was to introduce 

                                                   
1 Michel De Certeau, “Walking in the City”, in The Practice of Everyday Life Volume One, 
trans. by Steven Rendall (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), pp. 91-130 (p. 
108). 

2 In addition to the monographs on Ackroyd that I have already cited, for some 
representative examples see the essays on Ackroyd in Onega and Stotesbury’s edited 
collection, London in Literature: Visionary Mappings of the Metropolis, which include: 
Ganteau, “London: The Biography, or, Peter Ackroyd's Sublime Geographies”, pp. 211-231; 
Hartung, “Walking and Writing the City: Visions of London in the Works of Peter Ackroyd 
and Iain Sinclair”, pp. 141-163; Mergenthal, “‘Whose City?’ Contested Spaces and 
Contesting Spatialities in Contemporary London Fiction”, pp. 123-139. 
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the ways in which Ackroyd writes the city’s past as part of a narrative of 

haunting. The current chapter explores further this narrative of haunting 

through a close textual analysis of the depiction of space and time in 

Ackroyd’s Gothic historiographic metafictions, paying particular attention 

to his seventh novel, The House of Doctor Dee. 

When discussing the depiction of space and time in narrative, 

Mikhail Bakhtin’s definitive essay, “Forms of Time and of the Chronotope 

in the Novel: Notes toward a Historical Poetics”, from The Dialogic 

Imagination, provides a way of linking these ideas through literary 

analysis.3 The chronotope, a term Bakhtin borrows from Einstein’s theory 

of relativity in its metaphorical capacity, is translated from the Greek 

‘chronos’ and ‘topos’ literally as ‘time-space’, and is defined as the 

“interconnectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that are 

artistically expressed in literature”.4 The representational capacity of the 

literary chronotope, Bakhtin argues, lies in its ability to fuse the “spatial and 

temporal indicators” of a narrative equally into “one carefully thought-out, 

concrete whole”.5 Through the chronotope, time “thickens, takes on flesh, 

becomes artistically visible” and space becomes “charged and responsive to 

the movements of time, plot and history”.6 In the essay, Bakhtin explores 

examples of major chronotopes beginning with the ancient literary tradition 

of the Greek Romance and moving forward in time to show how they have 

endured as types to determine the formation of the “most important generic 

variations” of the European novel from its earliest developments.7 He goes 

on to argue that the chronotope’s most significant function is 

representational, providing “organising centres” for the events of the 

narrative that will often define their generic classification.8 The chronotope, 

therefore, becomes an aesthetic representation of “the place in which the 

                                                   
3 Mikhail Bakhtin, “Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel: Notes toward a 
Historical Poetics”, in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, trans. by Caryl Emerson 
and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), pp. 84-258. 

4 Bakhtin, p. 84. 

5 Bakhtin, p. 84. 

6 Bakhtin, p. 84. 

7 Bakhtin, p. 243. 

8 Bakhtin, p. 250. 
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knots of narrative are tied and untied […] to them belongs the meaning that 

shapes narrative”.9 

In the majority of Ackroyd’s works, this place is undoubtedly the city 

of London, for as we have seen in both his narratives of fiction and non-

fiction alike, he consistently depicts moments of historical time in the city 

to be inseparable from their spatial topography. I argue that London’s 

manifestation as a haunted site of uncanny transhistorical continuity has 

been the central ‘chronotopic’ preoccupation of much of Ackroyd’s writing, 

as the work of the previous chapter has begun to show.10 However, in this 

chapter I want to specifically engage with examples from Ackroyd’s Gothic 

historiographic metafictions to explore how London’s city-space can be read 

to function ‘chronotopically’ as a temporal conduit for its history, wherein 

specific architectural sites return the repressed of the past to the present 

through a character’s interactions within them and their surrounds. I 

suggest, therefore, that the overarching chronotope of Ackroyd’s works is to 

be found in his belief in the existence of “a Gothic genius loci of London”, 

through which the city’s history is uncannily brought to bear on the present 

by the spatio-temporal hauntings contained within its often palpably Gothic 

psychogeography (London: The Biography, p. 580). It is important to note 

that it is not unusual for multiple major and minor chronotopes to interact 

within a single text, genre, or more broadly within a certain author’s writing, 

but because of its status as a powerful conceptual tool Bakhtin asserts that 

“it is common moreover for one of these chronotopes to envelope or 

dominate the others”.11 I propose this does indeed occur in Ackroyd’s fiction 

specifically because it is his overarching representation of London’s Gothic 

genius loci that defines the nature of each narrative, the characters’ 

haunting experiences of space and time within them and their individual 

                                                   
9 Bakhtin, p. 250. 

10 I am in agreement with Petr Chalupský, who writes regarding Ackroyd’s latest novel, 
Three Brothers, that London is “a particular chronotope revolving around what Ackroyd 
perceives as the characteristic underlying properties of the city” which he considers to be 
“the uncanny, the felonious, the psychogeographic and antiquarian, the theatrical and the 
literary”, see Petr Chalupský, “Where Everything Is Connected to Everything Else and 
Anything Is Possible: London in Peter Ackroyd's Three Brothers”, Literary London 
Journal 11.2 (Autumn 2014), 35-48 (p. 36), <http://www.literarylondon.org/london-
journal/autumn2014/chalupsky.pdf> [last accessed 20 July 2017] 

11 Bakhtin, p. 252. 

http://www.literarylondon.org/london-journal/autumn2014/chalupsky.pdf
http://www.literarylondon.org/london-journal/autumn2014/chalupsky.pdf
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chronotopes (like that of the haunted house in The House of Doctor Dee), 

as the analyses of this chapter aim to convey. 

Ackroyd actively reflects on how the relationship between space and 

time functions within his own writing in “All the Time in the World (Writers 

and the Nature of Time)”, a lecture prepared for the 1999 Chicago Literary 

Festival. It is perhaps the most intimate reflection he has written about his 

motivations as an author to date, and thus offers us valuable insight into the 

creation of his literary aesthetic. To address the age-old existential question 

concerning the nature of the connection between past, present, and future, 

Ackroyd suggests, “all writers can do is look towards that which is closest to 

them”, to language, because he understands it to function “like some model 

or simulacrum of time” (“All the Time in the World”, p. 365). To exemplify, 

Ackroyd discusses the ways in which he evokes the spirit of a person, place, 

or period in his writing through his own echoic use of language, in the hope 

it will have a “subliminal effect upon readers so that they might say, ‘I am 

here. Yes. I am seeing this’” (“All the Time in the World”, p. 366). Imitating 

the literary style, authorial tone, vocabulary, cadences, and even the syntax 

of his subjects, in both his biographical studies and his novels, he believes 

allows “by some act of osmosis or symbiosis, for me actively to enter the 

perceptions of the period […] [and] propel the reader in the same direction” 

(“All the Time in the World”, p. 369). This act of literary ventriloquism is 

possible, in his opinion, since “each period has a different sense of time […] 

a different past” that can be resurrected by author and reader alike because 

it is imbued within the forms and styles of its language (“All the Time in the 

World”, p. 369). The mimetic performance of such textual impersonations 

by Ackroyd will be pursued in later chapters of this study, in Part Two: 

Textual Hauntings and the Ghosts of the Gothic. Nevertheless, in the lecture 

Ackroyd insists the relationship between time present and time past which 

he constructs in his own works is based on this principle of writing, in order 

to reveal to the reader that “you really cannot understand one without the 

other”, echoing the famous opening lines of T. S. Eliot’s poem “Burnt 

Norton” from the Four Quartets: 

Time present and time past 
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Are both perhaps present in time future 

And time future contained in time past  

(quoted in “All the Time in the World”, p. 371).12  

The influence of T. S. Eliot on Ackroyd’s literary aesthetic is openly 

acknowledged by the author and regularly cited by critics; the reason, Barry 

Lewis jests, lies with twelve-year-old Ackroyd’s theft of a copy of the Four 

Quartets from a Charing Cross Road bookstore, hence he has been “stealing 

from Eliot’s books ever since”.13 In 1984, Ackroyd wrote the award-winning 

‘unauthorised’ biographical study of the poet, T. S. Eliot: A Life, against 

Eliot’s own last wishes as well as those of his surviving wife and his publisher 

Faber and Faber.14 Ackroyd’s first piece of extended criticism, the polemical 

monograph Notes for a New Culture: An Essay on Modernism, written 

during his time at Yale as a Mellon Fellow in the early 1970s, was even 

designed as a reflection of Eliot’s own study Notes Towards the Definition 

of Culture published in 1948.15 Ackroyd extols the virtues of Eliot’s “exilic 

writing” alongside that of James Joyce within this work, passionately 

arguing that the use of “multiple, historical perspectives of language (the 

use, in fact, of the tradition) releases the reader from a fixed time and place, 

so that he may appreciate the abilities of language itself”.16 Eliot’s 1919 essay 

“Tradition and the Individual Talent” has been another significant source of 

influence on Ackroyd’s aesthetic of literary inheritance which also reveals 

                                                   
12 See T. S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton”, in Four Quartets (1943. Orlando, Florida: Harcourt, 
2014), pp. 13-22. 

13 Lewis, p. 38, original emphasis. This anecdote opens Ackroyd’s essay “On T. S. Eliot”, in 
Peter Ackroyd The Collection: Journalism, Reviews, Essays, Short Stories, Lectures, ed. 
by Wright, pp. 374-378. 

14 In 1984, T. S. Eliot: A Life won the Whitbread Prize for best biography and the Royal 
Society of Literature’s William Heinemann Award. For further discussion of the 
circumstances in which Ackroyd wrote his second biography, see Ackroyd, “On T. S. Eliot”, 
pp. 374-378. 

15 Peter Ackroyd, Notes for a New Culture: An Essay on Modernism (London: Vision Press, 
1976). 

16 Ackroyd, Notes for a New Culture, p. 47, p. 59. The first chapter of Onega’s Peter 
Ackroyd, and the introduction to Metafiction and Myth, both contain discussions of Notes 
for a New Culture and the influence of Eliot’s work on Ackroyd’s own. Lewis also discusses 
Notes for a New Culture in his monograph’s first chapter, pp. 8-11, and the Eliot biography, 
pp. 32-37. Chapter one of Gibson and Wolfreys’ monograph references Notes for a New 
Culture in relation to Ackroyd’s poetry, while chapter two discusses the work itself, pp. 75-
77. 
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his appropriation of Eliot’s theory of time, evident in the patterns of 

continuity it forms in each of their writings that create “a series of echo 

chambers, in which phrases and ideas from literary and cultural history 

reverberate”.17 Lewis even goes so far as to suggest that Eliot’s epic poem 

“The Waste Land”, with its depiction of the “simultaneity of different 

historical moments” and the grim “Unreal City” of London, is the 

fundamental “modus operandi of virtually every Ackroyd novel”.18 Indeed, 

it could be argued that what Ackroyd gives to Eliot’s definition, or theory, of 

culture is his own particular Gothic inflection. 

However, the terminology used to describe Ackroyd’s 

conceptualisation of time, whether or not it is circular, cyclical, spiral, or if 

it is mythic or even ‘Eliotic’ in structure, differs amongst academics. For 

example, Susana Onega proposes that Ackroyd constructs a cyclical model 

of time in his historiographic metafictions, which has a “mythopoeic and 

transcendental function […] to recuperate the (unreal and fragmentary) 

texts of the past and to confer on them mythical unity as a way of conferring 

meaning on the present”.19 Likewise, Alex Murray argues the narrative logic 

behind Ackroyd’s representation of time in the city-space is based on a 

mythic vision of temporality similar to Onega’s, but he further refers to it as 

echolalic in that it is an endlessly repeated yet limited “presentation of 

history as both spectacle and cyclical”.20 In contrast, Gibson and Wolfreys 

suggest that the time-space of Ackroyd’s London itself “resists definition, by 

being nothing other than voices, the texts, the traces of itself, endlessly 

reconfigured and performed, time and time again”.21 The variance in 

interpretations is perhaps partly to do with the fact that Ackroyd has altered 

the terms he has used to define his own approach over the course of his 

                                                   
17 Lewis, p. 34. Lewis explores the influence Eliot’s essay, “Tradition and the Individual 
Talent (1919)”, has had on Ackroyd’s writing, p. 73, p. 162. Lewis also makes frequent 
reference to Eliot’s epic poem, “The Waste Land”, throughout his monograph’s analysis of 
Ackroyd’s works. See T. S. Eliot, “The Waste Land”, in The Waste Land and Other Poems 
(1922. Orland, Florida: Harcourt, 2014), pp. 27-46. 

18 Lewis, p. 167, also discussed on pp. 36-37. 

19 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 10.  

20 Murray, p. 21. I refer here to my discussion in the previous chapter of Murray’s concept 
of echolalia at work in Ackroyd’s writing. 

21 Gibson and Wolfreys, p. 210. 
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career. In an interview from 1997 for instance, Ackroyd corrects Julian 

Wolfreys, who refers to his use of time as cyclical, stating that “it is spiral; I 

used to believe in the cyclical theory of time, but it’s much more 

complicated, […] it’s so specific that it’s almost impossible to describe it”.22 

Much like the debate over whether or not Ackroyd should be classified as a 

postmodernist writer, or whether his works are to be considered as 

examples of historiographic metafiction or one of its various subgenres, 

academic discussion around Ackroyd’s conceptualisation of time appears to 

be just as fluid as the notion itself.23  

 

GHOSTS IN THE CITY 

 

Nevertheless, one can safely conclude that there is broad academic 

consensus that in the majority of Ackroyd’s works, what he is repeatedly 

most concerned with is recreating London as a “spectral and labyrinthine 

world where the past and present cannot necessarily be distinguished” (“All 

the Time in the World”, p. 368). As cultural theorist Michel De Certeau 

writes in the essay, “Ghosts in the City” (from his landmark two-volume 

work, The Practice of Everyday Life), “debris of shipwrecked histories […] 

burst forth within the modernist, massive, homogenous city like slips of the 

tongue from an unknown, perhaps unconscious language”, one that speaks 

of the uncanniness inherent in city life, where the past is encountered as “a 

ghost that henceforth haunts urban planning […] exorcised under the name 

of ‘national heritage’”.24 While De Certeau is specifically describing modern 

Paris in the essay, his words are equally applicable to contemporary London, 

and therefore, I propose, to Ackroyd’s recreations of the city within his 

historiographic metafictions, wherein the city’s history is brought to bear on 

the present in this haunted, spectral manner. In these works, De Certeau’s 

‘ghosts in the city’ are raised, then, through the pervasive use of elements of 

                                                   
22 Gibson and Wolfreys, pp. 225-256. 

23 I am referring here to my discussion of these debates in the previous chapter. 

24 Michel De Certeau, “Ghosts in the City”, in The Practice of Everyday Life Volume 2: 
Living and Cooking, trans. by Timothy J. Tomasik (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1998), pp. 133-143 (pp. 133-134). 
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“fabulation or Gothic repetition, involving paranormal happenings, 

uncanny historical echoes or rhymes of earlier events, and apparent 

transhistorical identities of characters separated by centuries”, to quote 

Alan Robinson, all of which effectively serve to “destabilise historical 

reality” by rupturing the present with the ghostly returns of the past.25 This 

study performs a close textual analysis of these ‘Gothic repetitions’ in 

Ackroyd’s London works because, I suggest, they create precisely the kind 

of ‘hauntings’ of which De Certeau writes, to reveal the ghostly presence of 

the city’s history which breeds an uncanniness within its everyday life. It is, 

therefore, an approach which I propose allows for a new understanding of 

the selected works by Ackroyd discussed herein as specifically Gothic 

historiographic metafictions. These elements will be addressed throughout 

this study, however, the intent of this chapter is to focus on the haunting of 

time and space that simultaneously occurs in Ackroyd’s writing, so let us 

first consider a few examples of such ghostly repetitions that haunt his 

fictional city. 

In the introduction to The English Ghost: Spectres Through Time, 

Ackroyd’s anthology of historical ‘encounters’ with England’s many 

phantoms, he suggests hauntings may be seen as a “bridge of light between 

the past and the present, or between the living and the dead” because they 

“represent continuity, albeit of a spectral kind”.26 Such spectral imagery 

appears throughout Ackroyd’s London fictions, in the bridges, buildings, or 

streets that seem to move through time for instance, often as a way to convey 

the importance of the city’s haunting continuities to the characters, and the 

readers, in the narrative. In The House of Doctor Dee, for example, the 

symbolic imagery of a ‘bridge of light’ is of particular significance to the 

narrative’s resolution, which will be discussed in detail later in the chapter. 

Such imagery reappears in the conclusion of Ackroyd’s most recent novel, 

Three Brothers, when the youngest brother Sam, a ‘Cockney visionary’, 

                                                   
25 Robinson, p. 31. 

26 Peter Ackroyd, The English Ghost: Spectres through Time (2010. London: Vintage 
Books, 2011), p. 1. Subsequent references are to this edition and shall appear 
parenthetically within the body of the text. 



91 
 

finds solace wandering through the city streets, guided by the ghostly lights 

of London Bridge:  

The touch of the stone beneath his feet, and the presence of the 

people, calmed him. He could feel the forgetfulness of the city rising 

within him. It was as if individual fear had no place in this concourse, 

where the great general drama of the human spirit was being 

displayed in the light of the street lamps (p. 242).  

Over the course of the novel, Sam is also repeatedly drawn to the mysterious 

convent adjacent to the Church of Our Lady of Sorrows, which seems to have 

a similarly spectral existence, for if “you had asked any of the local residents 

about the nuns, they would not have known how to answer” (Three 

Brothers, p. 49). There, this wandering “young man who sees visions in the 

heart of London” feels a sense of belonging, as Mother Placentia invites him 

to help in their garden and feed the homeless; however, after Sam 

experiences a vision of “flame and ruined walls”, the convent, the statue of 

Our Lady, and the vagrants all disappear without a trace, and Sam is only 

able to find his way back to them again at the novel’s end (Three Brothers, 

p. 50, p. 54). The recurrence of such ghostly imagery in Ackroyd’s work, used 

not only to describe the city-space but to highlight the idea of its continuities 

across time, thus reinforces Steve Pile’s claim that spectrality is essentially 

a spatio-temporal experience, “located at a threshold that allows emotions 

and experiences to cross from one setting to another, in a flash, ghosts and 

haunting disrupt prosaic senses of time and place”.27 

 Walking the city is another form of ‘ghostly repetition’ one finds at 

work within Ackroyd’s London which allows for a similar kind of disruption 

to ‘prosaic senses of time and place’ as Pile claims. For example, in English 

Music, Timothy Harcombe explains that, when walking home at night with 

his father Clement after their performances in the ‘Chemical Theatre’, 

Hackney Square “seemed to be hiding from the world, and in its loneliness 

had succumbed to internal decay”, and their journey along the “apparently 

endless sequence of passage-ways and courtyards and squares gave me the 

                                                   
27 Pile, p. 163. 
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impression that we were walking quickly in order to stay in the same place” 

(p. 13). Timothy fills the days of his lonely adolescence with walking the city, 

always finding himself:  

in the most forlorn and dilapidated streets; there were occasions 

when the sight of a derelict building or a narrow terrace of houses 

would draw me irresistibly forward and I seemed then to be 

searching for some aspect of my own self among the decay (English 

Music, p. 274).  

These examples, and indeed their strikingly similar representation 

throughout Ackroyd’s other London novels, evoke a déjà vu-like experience 

for characters and readers alike. It is a sense of déjà vu that seems to 

emanate from walking the city streets, and further brings to mind Freud’s 

personal encounter of one such incident which he describes in “The 

Uncanny”, when the experience of an “unintentional return […] [can] 

produce the same feeling of helplessness, the same sense of the uncanny”.28  

Moreover, the psychogeographic practice of walking the city, often 

suggestively depicted (and interpreted) in Ackroyd’s works, can also be said 

to arouse the uncanny, for the psychogeographer’s search for the repressed 

doubles its return as the walker is both haunted by the city’s past in the 

present and actively haunts the city’s present in pursuit of its past. For as 

David Punter proposes, there exists a specific “uncanny of the streets” in 

which the “heimlich self” is placed “under pressure, indeed under siege, 

from uncanny urban forces which are less than fully explicable, which 

appear to move along lines and trajectories, indeed whole geographies of 

                                                   
28 In “The Uncanny”, Freud writes: “Strolling one hot summer afternoon through the empty 
and to me unfamiliar streets of a small Italian town, I found myself in a district about whose 
character I could not long remain in doubt. Only heavily made-up women were to be seen 
at the windows of the little houses, and I hastily left the narrow street at the next turning. 
However, after wandering about for some time without asking the way, I suddenly found 
myself back in the same street, where my presence began to attract attention. Once more I 
hurried away, only to return there again by a different route. I was now seized by a feeling 
that I can only describe as uncanny”, p. 144. Royle explores the potential meaning(s) of an 
experience of déjà vu in the context of the Freudian uncanny, regarding its paradoxical 
absence (as a specifically named term) yet haunting presence (through the experiences 
discussed) in Freud’s famous essay, in chapter eleven of his study, pp. 172-186. 
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their own”.29 The spectral nature of the quest of Ackroyd’s street-walkers is 

thus further suggestive of De Certeau’s claim:  

To walk is to lack a place. It is the indefinite process of being absent 

and in search of a proper. The moving about that the city multiplies 

and concentrates makes the city itself an immense social experience 

of lacking a place.30  

As illustrated by Timothy Harcombe in the previous example, this is the 

exact sentiment experienced by many of Ackroyd’s characters; they do not 

feel ‘at home’ in their own lives in the city and so they haunt its streets, often 

in the unconscious hope of finding some sense of connection, whether it is 

to London, to its history, or to their own past, and hence, themselves.31 The 

wanderers that populate the uncanny streets of Ackroyd’s fictional city seem 

to confirm, then, his proposition in London: The Biography, that “it may be 

that the perpetual steady echo of passing footsteps is the true sound of 

London in its transience and in its permanence” (p. 80).  

Throughout Ackroyd’s fictional depictions of London-life, this 

repetitious experience of the ‘uncanny of the streets’ reveals that during 

such transitory moments, what occurs is “always and insistently the body’s 

assimilation into the formless, organic substance of the city,” as Laura 

Colombino suggests, and is one that discloses a feeling of “longing for some 

kind of mystic transfiguration which should stem from this very 

absorption”.32 Such an experience is perhaps at its most evident in 

Ackroyd’s third novel, Hawksmoor, which, as Alex Link proposes in his 

article on the novel’s use of Gothic spatialities: 

offers us two spaces for the experience of the uncanny: Dyer’s 

churches when they are newly appreciated by the bewildered 

                                                   
29 David Punter, “The Uncanny”, in The Routledge Companion to Gothic, ed. by Spooner 
and McEvoy, pp. 129-136 (p. 134). 

30 De Certeau, “Walking in the City”, p. 103. 

31 Hartung proposes that Ackroyd communicates such a relationship between the ‘walker’ 
or ‘wanderer’ and the city in three distinct ways: “First, it refers to the initial narrative 
position of the London writer as walker; second, it highlights the threatening power of the 
city imprisoning its walker; and third, it leads on to the imaginative empowerment of the 
walker as ‘architect,’ who structures the city with his transhistorical visions”, pp. 153-154. 

32 Colombino, p. 67. 
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Londoners of the twentieth century, and the unrelenting resonances, 

in the streets, between the novel’s two periods.33  

To elaborate, in the narrative, Dyer’s sacrificial victims, almost all of whom 

are seemingly lost, child-like wanderers, are literally buried beneath the 

city’s streets as their bodies are sealed within the foundations of Dyer’s 

churches in a ritualistic performance of this ‘mystic transfiguration’ that will 

enhance the location’s transhistorical powers and allow Dyer to transcend 

time itself. The narrative’s presentation of the ‘real’ historical churches of 

Nicholas Hawksmoor as the very same sites that are instead built by his 

fictional double Nicholas Dyer thus further contributes to their depiction as 

uncanny spaces in the city. It is an idea that is also noted by Link, who 

suggests that these churches “shift” with the passage of time into “uncanny 

sites in the city” and convey “a variation on a recurring theme in the English 

Gothic”, as Ackroyd himself puts it, of the “fear that old buildings are in 

some sense alive, or at least contain evil presences”.34 In Hawksmoor, the 

church at Limehouse, for example, is built near “a great Fen or Morass 

which has been a burying-place of Saxon times” which Dyer believes makes 

it “a massive Necropolis” that contains influential “Power still withinne it, 

for the ancient Dead emit a certain Material Vertue that will come to inhere 

the Fabrick of this new Edifice” (p. 62). What is revealed by the novel’s 

conclusion, then, to quote Colombino once more, is that it is the “unhomely 

(Dyer’s occult architectural settings) which, by providing a sense of stability, 

however deadly it may be, offers a sense of homeliness to the homeless and 

wandering soul”, as we will come to see later in this chapter.35    

In “On Hawksmoor”, a small reflection published in The Times 

shortly after the novel’s release, Ackroyd explains that he wanted to write a 

narrative in which the realist conceit of the linearity of time is “an 

ambiguous or uncertain dimension” and as a result, he does not know if 

Hawksmoor is “a contemporary novel set in the past or a historical novel 

                                                   
33 Link, p. 520. 

34 Link, p. 521. Peter Ackroyd, “Review of The Oxford Book of Gothic Tales, ed. by Chris 
Baldick”, in Peter Ackroyd. The Collection: Journalism, Reviews, Essays, Short Stories, 
Lectures, ed. by Wright, pp. 243-245 (p. 245). 

35 Colombino, p. 69. 
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set in the present”.36 To recall Bakhtin, what the temporal confusion of 

Ackroyd’s innovative approach to writing Hawksmoor in both eighteenth- 

and twentieth-century prose achieves is a way to make the abstract concept 

of time literally appear as a “palpable and visible” entity, for it is through the 

text’s chronotopic depictions of the city-space, and Nicholas 

Hawksmoor/Dyer’s ‘real’ churches in particular, that he makes “narrative 

events concrete, makes them take on flesh, causes blood to flow in their 

veins”.37 The temporal juxtapositions that occur throughout the novel’s 

alternating parallel narratives therefore perfectly exemplify Bakhtin’s 

concept, for they convey the ways in which Ackroyd’s conceptualisation of 

time is effectively (in)corporealised through space within the abhuman body 

and spectral consciousness of the city. Rather than simply a means for 

textually separating the different historical periods of which he writes, these 

jumps through time cause eerie repetitions that reverberate like déjà vu 

between the narratives, through the echoes of the first and final sentences 

of each chapter, in the recurrence of key words and phrases, songs and 

nursery rhymes, by the doubling of characters and their mirrored gestures 

or actions, to show how the spatialisation of temporality functions as a 

representation of the city’s uncanny transhistoricity.38 Therefore, what I 

hope each of these examples has begun to show is that a concept of time is 

often clearly found to be textually embedded within the architectural 

palimpsest of the city-space in Ackroyd’s London works. 

Time in Ackroyd’s London can thus be understood to haunt space; 

hence, in his works the city’s history is represented as a spectralised 

presence – London’s Gothic genius loci – that manifests its return through 

the ghost-like ‘possession’ of physical sites. The ‘ghosts in the city’ of which 

De Certeau writes are summoned, therefore, within Ackroyd’s fictional 

London precisely because he believes that the capital of a nation “so 

preoccupied with its past, and with the traditions of that past, cannot help 

but be haunted by time itself” (Albion: The Origins of the English 

                                                   
36 Ackroyd, “On Hawksmoor”, p. 379. 

37 Bakhtin, p. 250. 

38 Examples of these reverberations in Hawksmoor will be addressed further within the 
context of the discussion of Gothic doubling in chapter four of this study. 
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Imagination, p. 390). The concept of History ‘itself’ thus becomes 

spectralised, and frequently returns in the contemporary city as part of a 

“poetics of ruins”.39 Through this trope, Jean-Michel Ganteau finds that 

Ackroyd offers “less a warning than an invitation to take into account the 

vulnerable, traumatised side of an English culture that he has tried to define 

throughout his oeuvre”.40 It is, then, a familiar trope in Ackroyd’s writing, 

of an “enduring spatial idea of the East End of London” that functions as a 

chronotope within which, Paul Newland asserts, “powerful, ideologically-

loaded narratives have been positioned and contained”.41 In this regard, the 

chronotopic relationship that exists between the passage of time and the 

palimpsestic layering of space in Ackroyd’s fictional London is successfully 

constructed through his use of language which discloses the continual 

uncanny resurrection of the city’s history through the Gothic imagery of 

such sites: in the ghostly bridges of light his characters see flickering 

through time, or in streets that exist during one period but not in another 

yet mysteriously appear there anyway, and even within the spectral figures 

of the homeless who seem to dwell eternally in the dark underside of his 

city’s East End. Throughout Ackroyd’s London it is apparent, then, that time 

clearly exists, to quote Bakhtin, as the “fourth dimension of space”.42 

Furthermore, Paul Smethurst makes a persuasive argument in his 

monograph, The Postmodern Chronotope, that this kind of approach to the 

depiction of time-space in narrative is representative of a new postmodern 

form of literary chronotope, one that engages in previously unprecedented 

kinds of narrative complexity by enabling a “multiplicity of forms, as well as 

space-times into the novel” that are “consistent with a postmodernist 

strategy to assert plurality, indeterminacy, and positionality over the 

ordering, structuring and generalising chronotopes of realist fiction”.43 The 

spatial, geographical, or topographical separation that occurs within 

                                                   
39 Jean-Michel Ganteau, “Ruins, or, the Ethical Logic of Traumatic Capitalism, with Special 
Reference to Peter Ackroyd”, Etudes Britanniques Contemporaines: Revue de la Société 
d'Etudes Anglaises Contemporaines 43 (2012), 139-152 (p. 152). 

40 Ganteau, “Ruins, or, the Ethical Logic of Traumatic Capitalism”, p. 152. 

41 Newland, pp. 30-31. 

42 Bakhtin, p. 84. 

43 Paul Smethurst, The Postmodern Chronotope (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2000), p. 125. 



97 
 

postmodern chronotopic works, he claims, can “substitute for the temporal 

contingency in which past, present, and future exist as a network within the 

present”.44 Smethurst actually makes reference to how such principles of 

“non-directional time” in the postmodern chronotope are used in the 

parallel narratives of Ackroyd’s novel Hawksmoor to exemplify through the 

spaces of the historic London churches that “time appears to become 

flattened, to shift from a vertical degree of separation to a horizontal 

contingency based on complex time-altering symbolisms”.45 Smethurst 

discusses Hawksmoor alongside Ackroyd’s fifth novel, First Light (set in 

Dorset, and thus outside the bounds of this study46), in a chapter that puts 

forward a new categorisation of chronotopes of “reversible time” in 

postmodern fiction, which: 

problematise the real by calling into question scientific laws that 

govern the temporality of the modern world, and by questioning 

social and cultural constructions of time that underpin western 

versions of reality.47  

With reference to examples from Hawksmoor and First Light, Smethurst 

concludes that in postmodernity, “it is as though time must be ‘sedimented’ 

in space to enable society and individuals to connect across historical 

time”.48 He does not extend his argument to any of Ackroyd’s other works 

with non-linear compounded time-spaces like Chatterton or The House of 

Doctor Dee, but the parallel narratives that those novels contain could be 

applied just as effectively to support his classification of postmodern 

chronotopic works within which “spatial proximity alone connects 

narratives that are separated by historical time”.49 This chapter seeks to 

expand on Smethurst’s proposition that “spatial proximity alone” forges 

these connections between the narratives, by proposing that, in The House 

                                                   
44 Smethurst, p. 110. 

45 Smethurst, p. 110. 

46 Peter Ackroyd, First Light (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1989). Subsequent references are 
to this edition and shall appear parenthetically within the body of the text. 

47 Smethurst, p. 174. 

48 Smethurst, p. 206. 

49 Smethurst, p. 110. 
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of Doctor Dee in particular, they are furthered through the trope of haunting 

in the Gothic tradition.  

In Dale Townshend’s introduction to The Gothic World, a recently 

published collection co-edited with Glennis Byron, the idea of a “poetics of 

Gothic space” is briefly discussed to show how “a chronotopic approach to 

the challenge of defining the Gothic aesthetic” can prove useful for current 

methods of literary interpretation.50 For as Townshend so astutely states, 

the spaces within which the Gothic is most symptomatically dealt with are: 

the spaces in which we have been hurt and wounded, but to which we 

obsessively return, the sites we remember in painful and horrific 

recollection, the spaces that return unwittingly to us in moments of 

lurid, traumatic recall.51  

Therefore, before we proceed to examine the haunting presence of this 

‘Gothic aesthetic’ in Ackroyd’s works in line with Townshend’s suggestion, 

it is necessary to first address some of the scholarship that has already been 

published on the Gothic and the uncanny in relation to chronotopes of the 

urban and the postmodern more broadly, and with reference to Ackroyd’s 

writing. Petra Eckhard’s monograph, Chronotopes of the Uncanny: Time 

and Space in Postmodern New York Novels: Paul Auster’s City of Glass and 

Toni Morrison’s Jazz, unites the aforementioned concepts by examining 

how the uncanny, as defined by Freud and later in Tzvetan Todorov’s theory 

of the Fantastic in literature, functions chronotopically in the postmodern 

New York cityscapes of Auster and Morrison.52 Linking Bakhtin’s theory of 

the chronotope to the Gothic through the trauma of the ‘return of the 

repressed’, Eckhard argues that chronotopes of the uncanny function as 

“materializations of repressed memories and histories” which, through 

postmodern narrative, can “provide access to both subjective and collective 

terrors apparent at the end of the twentieth century”.53 Like Smethurst, 

                                                   
50 Dale Townshend, “Introduction”, in The Gothic World, ed. by Glennis Byron and Dale 
Townshend (London: Routledge, 2014), xxiv-xlvi (xxxix, xliii). 

51 Townshend, “Introduction”, xxxix, original emphasis. 

52 Petra Eckhard, Chronotopes of the Uncanny: Time and Space in Postmodern New York 
Novels: Paul Auster's City of Glass and Toni Morrison's Jazz (New York: Transcript-
Verlag, 2011). 

53 Eckhard, p. 186. 
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Eckhard puts forward an argument for a new understanding of the 

postmodern chronotope, in this circumstance one that is defined by its 

spatio-temporal relations to the urban in postmodernity and the uncanny 

effects she believes it produces in the New York of the Auster and Morrison 

texts she analyses. Marta Komsta, in a published version of her doctoral 

thesis, similarly explores the idea of a postmodern urban chronotope with 

reference to a selection of novels by Peter Ackroyd, however the focus of her 

analysis is placed on its semiotic function and does not address the Gothic 

aspects of his fiction.54 Taken together, these scholars demonstrate the 

potential of a Gothic-chronotopic approach to reading Ackroyd’s texts, and 

it is one that I shall pursue in further in the rest of this chapter.  

 

THE (HAUNTED) HOUSE OF DOCTOR DEE 

 

In Ackroyd’s seventh novel, The House of Doctor Dee, we find 

another Gothic narrative of uncanny returns, in which the spectres of the 

past return in the present through the temporal disruption of space; in this 

instance, it is in the classical tradition of the ghost story, by the haunting of 

a house. Most of the novel’s action is set within the house of its title, which 

is characterised by a mysterious history, ambiguous construction, and 

uncanny atmosphere. Like the churches built by Nicholas Dyer in 

Hawksmoor, the house is the spatial medium through which the temporally 

distanced parallel narratives of the novel’s two narrators, the ‘real’ famous 

Elizabethan Doctor John Dee and the contemporary Londoner Matthew 

Palmer, can transhistorically haunt one another in an uncanny act that 

brings the dark history of the house and its inhabitants to light. Since 

previous scholarship has predominantly explored the significance of the 

hermetic or the postmodern metafictive aspects of The House of Doctor Dee, 

the textual analysis that follows will exclusively focus on the haunted house 

of the novel’s title by considering its function as a chronotopic conduit for 

                                                   
54 Through the metaphorical representation of the city as a kind of ‘Chemical Theatre’, 
Komsta argues Ackroyd’s urban chronotope presents the ‘city-as-stage’ as a semiosphere 
per Yuri Lotman’s theorisation and a ‘carnivalesque construct’ in the Bakhtinian tradition. 
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what I argue to be the narrative’s dominant interpretative frame, a ghost 

story in the Gothic tradition.55 

In the lecture “All the Time in the World (Writers and the Nature of 

Time)”, Ackroyd employs the rather pertinent metaphor of a house with 

many rooms to show how the relationship between space and time functions 

in his own novels:  

In some it is a question of introducing the past to the present, and in 

others of introducing the present to the past. If they get on with each 

other, then we may introduce them to the future (p. 368).  

Therefore, using Ackroyd’s own metaphor of the house that ‘houses’ time as 

a starting point, in what follows I propose that, like the chronotopic motif of 

the Gothic castle, the haunted house of The House of Doctor Dee can also 

function as a new kind of literary chronotope which reveals the spatial 

embodiment of historical time to similarly uncanny effects. As such, I will 

first consider whether the trope of the haunted house can be effectively read 

as a new kind of Bakhtinian literary chronotope that is best understood as 

the (post)modern evolution of the traditional Gothic castle. Whilst much 

has been written on the trope or motif of the haunted house in Gothic 

literature, particularly its uses in American fiction, there appears to be a gap 

in research regarding the significance it can have when read as a 

                                                   
55 Onega’s Peter Ackroyd, and Metafiction and Myth in the Novels of Peter Ackroyd, 
present very compelling analyses of the hermetic in the novel, through its representation 
in the structure of house and that of the text itself. Wolfreys astutely explores the 
significance of the metafictive and intertextual elements of the novel in the chapter, “Peter 
Ackroyd and the ‘endless variety’ of the ‘eternal city’: Receiving ‘London’s Haunted Past’”, 
in Writing London: Materiality, Memory, Spectrality, pp. 123-160. Ganteau uses trauma 
studies to explore the poetics of (post)modern ruins with reference to the novel’s temporal 
fragmentation in “Ruins, or, the Ethical Logic of Traumatic Capitalism”, pp. 139-152. Jakob 
Winnberg similarly uses trauma studies to read the novel as a postmodern Gothic romance 
of traumatic realism seeking therapeutic resolution in his chapter, “‘Redeemed, Now and 
for Ever’ Traumatic and Therapeutic Realism in Peter Ackroyd's The House of Doctor Dee”, 
in Trauma and Romance in Contemporary British Literature, ed. by Ganteau and Onega 
(New York: Routledge, 2013), pp. 228-244. Buell Wisner employs the novel as a case study 
of the antinomial anxieties of postmodern historical fiction in “Peter Ackroyd's the House 
of Doctor Dee and the Antinomies of Postmodern Historical Fiction”, CEA Critic 76.3 
(2014), 299-304. Most recently, chapter three of Komsta’s monograph employs semiotics 
to explore the images of the “house underground” and the “house above ground” in the 
urban chronotopes of Hawksmoor and The House of Doctor Dee as representative of the 
“dual scheme of house/temple […] which constitutes the spatiotemporal spine of the urban 
semiosphere in both texts”, pp. 116-117.  
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chronotope.56 Ghost stories, in the words of Julia Briggs, “represent the 

return of the repressed in its most literal and paradigmatic form”.57 

Therefore, by employing the theory of the uncanny, I will show how a 

chronotopic reading of the haunted house in The House of Doctor Dee 

successfully reveals a ghost story which functions simultaneously as both a 

modern Gothic narrative of the return of repressed trauma, and a historical 

narrative that evokes the visionary origins of the Gothic tradition and its 

ghosts. 

  

CHRONOTOPES OF THE GOTHIC:  

THE CASTLE AND THE HAUNTED HOUSE 

 

When one thinks of the traditional “general topography of the 

Gothic”, in the words of David Punter and Glennis Byron, then “its central 

motif is the castle”, a haunted setting popularised in eighteenth-century 

Gothic fiction perhaps most famously by Horace Walpole’s The Caste of 

Otranto (1764).58 The Gothic castle is to be considered as a chronotopic 

space because it is, in Bakhtin’s words, “saturated through and through with 

a time that is historical in the narrow sense of the world, that is, the time of 

the historical past”.59 The Gothic castle therefore functions as an antiquated 

space that can materially ‘house’ time within its walls, since: 

the traces of centuries and generations are arranged in it in visible 

form as various parts of its architecture, […] and in the particular 

                                                   
56 Rebecca Janicker’s study The Literary Haunted House: Lovecraft, Matheson, King and 
the Horror in Between (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland, 2015) and Dale Bailey’s 
book American Nightmares: The Haunted House Formula in American Popular Fiction 
(Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green State University Popular Press, 1999) are exemplary 
representatives for the vast collection of scholarship already in existence on the trope or 
motif of the haunted house specifically at work in American literature and popular culture. 

57 Julia Briggs, “The Ghost Story”, in A New Companion to the Gothic, ed. by David Punter 
(Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), pp. 176-185 (p. 178). 

58 Punter and Byron, “The Haunted Castle”, in The Gothic, pp. 259-262 (p. 259). 

59 Bakhtin, pp. 245-246. 
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human relationships involving dynasty primacy and the transfer of 

hereditary rights.60  

Antiquarian settings and those that are seemingly so, like the haunted 

manor houses of nineteenth- and twentieth-century fiction, are widely 

recognised as a common feature of the Gothic, but what is of most 

importance to note here is that they spatially manifest temporal returns, of 

a secret family history for example, through the physical or psychological 

hauntings that occur within them.61 As David Punter explains, the attitude 

to the past that pervades the Gothic is a “compound of repulsion and 

attraction,” for it is the “fear of both the violence of the past and its power 

over the present, and at the same time longing for many of the qualities 

which that past possessed”.62 One can conclude then, that the signifying 

power of the space of the Gothic castle is chronotopic because of its ability 

to act as a physical conduit for the paradoxical return of these troubled pasts 

to an often equally troubled present. Gothic narratives characteristically 

combine “a fearful sense of inheritance in time with a claustrophobic sense 

of enclosure in space”, which, Chris Baldick argues, work by “reinforcing 

one another to produce an impression of sickening descent into 

disintegration”.63 What Baldick is so astutely describing here is exactly what 

I believe to be the chronotopic relationship that one can find at work within 

both the Gothic castle and the haunted house, wherein space and time are 

ruptured by the often supernatural presence(s) of the past, by what could 

effectively be considered the Freudian uncanny’s ‘return of the repressed’.  

In his seminal essay, Freud attempts to define the uncanny’s 

“particular species of the frightening” by comparing various dictionary 

definitions of the term, observing that its etymological origins in heimlich 

                                                   
60 Bakhtin, p. 246. 

61 For an overview of the nature of such Gothic settings, with examples, see: Lucie Armitt, 
“Building Suspense: Architectural Gothic”, in History of the Gothic: Twentieth-Century 
Gothic (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2011), pp. 48-80; Dani Cavallaro, “Haunting 
Settings”, in The Gothic Vision: Three Centuries of Horror, Terror and Fear (London: 
Continuum, 2002), pp. 85-94; and, Catherine Spooner and Emma McEvoy, “Gothic 
Locations”, in The Routledge Companion to Gothic, ed. by Spooner and McEvoy, pp. 51-
53. 

62 Punter, The Literature of Terror, p. 198. 

63 Baldick, xix. 
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(meaning ‘homely’) become “increasingly ambivalent” until it ultimately 

merges with its antonym unheimlich (meaning ‘un-homely’), thus 

demonstrating that the uncanny is always a “species of the familiar”.64 The 

uncanny, therefore, can be said to begin quite literally within the home. 

Consequently, Freud develops his argument that an uncanny experience 

arises from either the return of “repressed childhood complexes” from an 

individual’s family life, or rather from within the home, or from the 

(re)appearance of pre-modern society’s “primitive beliefs” returning 

through the supernatural or the possession of occult powers such as the ‘Evil 

Eye’.65 These experiences have supposedly been surmounted by our ability 

to rationalise or repress such feelings during our entrance into adulthood, 

and by society’s dismissal of them in defence of the bastions of modernity, 

but in the uncanny moment they seemingly return with powerfully 

unsettling effects. In his discussion, Freud also makes specific reference to 

the potent kind of uncanny one experiences in a haunted house:  

To many people the acme of the uncanny is represented by anything 

to do with death, dead bodies, revenants, spirits and ghosts. Indeed, 

we have heard that in some modern languages the German phrase 

ein unheimlich Haus [‘an uncanny house’] can be rendered only by 

the periphrasis ‘a haunted house’. We might in fact have begun our 

investigation with this example of the uncanny – perhaps the most 

potent – but we did not do so because here the uncanny is too much 

mixed up with the gruesome and partly overlaid by it.66  

The haunted house is, therefore, by its very own definition unheimlich; it 

represents an un-home-like home. However, Freud aptly notes that the 

haunted house is often a contested space for the uncanny because its 

common function in traditional Gothic literature was to provoke fright by 

‘gruesome’ effect rather than from the unease evoked by an experience of 

the return of the repressed. Nonetheless, in contemporary Gothic literature, 

it is the latter that has become the privileged uncanny effect of the haunted 

                                                   
64 Freud, p. 125, p. 134. 

65 Freud, p. 155. 

66 Freud, p. 148. 
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house. Spooner confirms as much in her study of the contemporary Gothic, 

since “in twentieth-century film and fiction, the troubling ghosts of past 

traumas were not restricted to architectural locales, but made the mind 

itself a kind of prison”.67 It becomes particularly confronting, then, when an 

author uses the conventions of literary realism to make us feel figuratively 

‘at home’ within the text before s/he “betrays us to a superstition we thought 

we had ‘surmounted’; s/he tricks us by promising everyday reality and then 

going beyond it”.68 

Since the nineteenth century, the concept of the Freudian uncanny 

has found its metaphorical home in architecture, as Anthony Vidler has 

argued in his highly influential text, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in 

the Modern Unhomely, particularly within the house “haunted or not, that 

pretends to afford the utmost security while opening itself to the secret 

intrusion of terror”, and the newly industrialised city “where what was once 

walled and intimate, the confirmation of community […] has been rendered 

strange by the spatial incursions of modernity”.69 In the contemporary 

world of the (post)modern metropolis, the decaying medieval castle and 

untamed rural landscapes of eighteenth-century Gothic works have been 

transposed into the “emblematic Gothic house, the haunted repository of 

our historical imaginings”, and the dark labyrinthine streets of a city-space 

populated by an increasingly unknowable urban crowd, within which 

traditional supernatural hauntings have often become metaphors for the 

haunting of the self by a traumatised psyche.70 The uncanny, therefore, 

continues to persist in the (post)modern urban context of the contemporary 

Gothic through the dominance of such “tropes of enclosure or isolation […] 

and the emergence of paralyzed and alienated characters”.71 Given this 

historical context, Vidler suggests, the uncanny can be conceptually 

considered a “significant psychoanalytical and aesthetic response to the real 

shock of the modern, a trauma that […] has not been exorcised from the 

                                                   
67 Spooner, p. 18. 

68 Freud, p. 157.  

69 Vidler, p. 11. 

70 Punter, The Literature of Terror, pp. 171-172. 

71 Eckhard, p. 181. 
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contemporary imaginary”.72 The uncanny can thus be further understood as 

modernity’s “crisis of the ‘proper’”, proposed by Nicholas Royle to derive 

from the Latin proprius meaning ‘own’, because it entails a “disturbance of 

the very idea of personal or private property including the properness of 

proper names”.73 That is, it is a crisis of what we call ‘home’ both physically 

and psychologically in the modern world. It makes what was once intimately 

familiar unknown, or something unfamiliar suddenly and terrifyingly 

known, through a slippage that blurs what should be identifiable as reality 

with occult fantasies of supernaturalism, by obfuscating what is ‘proper’ 

within our very selves, in Freudian terms, through a confrontation with the 

doppelgänger and death. As such, Royle rather eloquently describes the 

experience of the uncanny as “a sense of homeliness uprooted, the 

revelation of something unhomely at the heart of the hearth and home”.74 

Viewed chronotopically, the titular haunted house of The House of Doctor 

Dee overwhelmingly reveals this sense of “homeliness uprooted” by creating 

a ‘crisis of the proper (self)’ for its inhabitants through its hauntings, as I 

shall demonstrate in a close examination of the text. 

  

READING THE HAUNTED HOUSE CHRONOTOPE IN  

THE HOUSE OF DOCTOR DEE 

 

 “I inherited the house from my father. That was how it all began” 

begins the first page of The House of Doctor Dee, immediately invoking the 

tradition of the Gothic castle and its well-rehearsed questions of ancestry 

and inheritance.75 In the alternating chapters that follow, two parallel 

                                                   
72 Vidler, p. 9. 

73 Royle, p. 1.  

74 Royle, p. 1. 

75 Gibson and Wolfreys perform a detailed deconstruction of the novel’s opening sentence, 
stating: “The simple past tense of the sentence may be read as indicating a possibly endless 
tradition of inheritance, and thus allows for readings seeking thematic connections 
between this and other texts by Ackroyd, particularly those concerned with fathers and the 
possible break in filial continuity. The novel begins by recalling the past and the legacy of 
the past on or in the present, as a means by which the narrating subject seeks both to orient 
himself, to determine his identity in relationship to other identities, and to commence his 
narrative”, p. 188. 
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narratives unfold. The numbered chapters of the first strand are narrated by 

twenty-nine-year-old contemporary Londoner Matthew Palmer in 1993, the 

year of his thirtieth birthday and the novel’s publication. After his father’s 

death, Matthew moves into his mysterious house in Clerkenwell which is 

eventually revealed to have once belonged to Elizabethan ‘black magician’ 

Doctor John Dee, a discovery that surprisingly leads him to the dark secrets 

of his own past. The second set of chapters, named after architectural spaces 

within the house or those which the house has historically been, such as 

“The Library”, “The Abbey”, “The Chamber of Demonstration”, and “The 

Closet”, are narrated in the sixteenth century by Doctor Dee himself. In this 

timeline, Dee endeavours in relative secrecy to create immortal artificial life 

in the form of a homunculus, a ‘little man’ formed by dark alchemy through 

whom “I, who made him, will live within him for ever. He, who owes his life 

to me, will return to me” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 226).  

Like Doctor Dee, Matthew is also a professional researcher, whose 

work has led him to view “the past as [his] present, so in turn the present 

moment became part of the past” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 13). When 

he discovers he is the sole heir to his father’s estate which includes a secret 

house in Clerkenwell, he quickly becomes obsessed with learning its history, 

seemingly compelled by the strangeness of the house itself. When the 

connection to Doctor Dee is finally revealed, Matthew is overwhelmed by an 

urge to know more about the life of the man whose presence still seems to 

inhabit his home, since he feels “he was everywhere at once and, as I walked 

about his old house, I had the sense that somehow he had conquered time” 

(The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 132-133). A strong desire to possess the past 

dictates both Matthew and Dee’s lives and narratives. As Matthew states, 

regarding his befriending of fellow researcher Daniel Moore:  

There is a camaraderie that grows up among those who work with old 

books and old papers, largely, I suspect, because we understand that 

we are at odds with the rest of the world: we are travelling backwards, 

while all those around us are still moving forward (The House of 

Doctor Dee, pp. 12-13).  
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For Dee, it is driven by his quest to discover the mythical lost city of ancient 

London, aided by his (fraudulent) apprentice Edward Kelley, in order to 

harness the spiritual power of its godlike creators (The House of Doctor Dee, 

pp. 190-191), but it is also made evident by his wish to create “new life 

without the help of any womb” through the homunculus; a double of himself 

within an “everlasting creature” whose cyclical thirty-year existence grants 

it the power to possess the past, present, and future (The House of Doctor 

Dee, p. 104, pp. 124-125). These two temporally distanced yet intimately 

interwoven narratives are brought together in the final chapter titled “The 

Vision”, in a transcendental space outside of time within which Matthew 

Palmer, Doctor Dee, and Peter Ackroyd (as author) commune in what I 

interpret to be a kind of textual séance, to which we will return at the 

conclusion of this chapter.  

The palimpsestic construction of narrative in the novel is also 

reproduced in the structure of its titular haunted house. In a reflection of 

the novel’s alternating contemporary and Elizabethan parallel plots, and 

their characters’ journeys through history to uncover what has been buried 

by time, the “old house is descending into the ground” revealing that “the 

eighteenth-century façade of the ground floor had been designed as a casing 

or shell for the sixteenth-century interior” (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 

15-16). It is worth quoting at length Matthew’s first impressions of the 

house’s deceptive appearances:  

I had assumed at first glance that it belonged to the nineteenth 

century, but I could see now that it was not of any one period. The 

door and fanlight seemed to be of the mid-eighteenth century, but 

the yellow brickwork and robust mouldings on the third storey were 

definitely Victorian; the house became younger as it grew higher, in 

fact, and must have been rebuilt or restored in several different 

periods. But its most peculiar aspect was its ground floor: it ranged 

beyond the area of the other storeys and, as I walked closer, I realized 

that the basement covered the same more extensive ground. These 

parts of the house were not faces with brick; the walls seemed to be 

fashioned out of massive stone, and suggested a date even earlier 
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than the eighteenth-century door. A much larger house must once 

have existed here, of which the ground floor and the basement were 

the only visible remnants; later additions were on a more modest 

scale, so that now the central section rose up like some broad tower 

from its rambling origins (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 2-3).  

As Matthew’s friend Daniel accurately notes, it is “very unusual to find a 

house of this age in London” because the 1666 Great Fire of London brought 

many buildings to ruin, just as the bulldozers of the Conservative 

government’s capitalist-driven redevelopment have done in recent years 

(The House of Doctor Dee, p. 14). As an historical anomaly, then, the house’s 

patchwork construction out of the materials of its various past forms 

prompts the sensation in Matthew “that somehow this house, and myself 

within it, had no connection with the world which surrounded us” (The 

House of Doctor Dee, p. 4). I would argue that the piecemeal layering of each 

of the house’s past materialisations provides it with the appearance of an 

architectural palimpsest, of being constructed out of the very fabric of 

history itself, lending support to its chronotopic function as a spatial conduit 

for the novel’s temporal hauntings. 

In accordance with the philosophical works of the ‘real’ Doctor Dee, 

“the quintessence of the Renaissance magus”, Susana Onega proposes that 

the structure of the house may also be representative of a “huge 

transdimensional door”.76 She suggests this meaning is conveyed in 

Matthew’s vision of first entering the house by opening four coloured doors 

of black, white, green, and red which correspond with alchemy’s 

quaternarivs, the basic constitutive elements of earth, air, water, and fire 

(The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 9-10), and in its three floors that represent 

the ternarivs, the “cosmic levels and also their human equivalents, body, 

soul and spirit”, which together reveal that “the house, shaped like a human 

body [...] is a striking example of the monas hieroglyphica, the 

materialization of Doctor Dee as Cosmic Man or anthropos”.77 

Consequently, for Onega, the house becomes “both the microcosmic replica 

                                                   
76 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 113, p. 121. 

77 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 121. 
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of cosmic London and its center [sic]” because, according to the philosophy 

of Ackroyd’s Dee, “the mystical city of London only exists within the 

‘spiritual body’ of the English”, and thus as the hieroglyphic monad of 

cosmic man it represents “the navel of the cosmic body of the English 

race”.78 Onega compellingly extends this detailed hermetic analysis of the 

house to the structure of the novel itself, arguing that the “neatness of the 

structural correspondences between the chapter distribution […] and that 

of the monad’s constitutive elements” can be read as a complete 

representation of the “hidden condition of hieroglyphic monad” within 

which The House of Doctor Dee “reveals itself as a two-dimensional yet 

infinite Self/Textual World”.79 However, when the house’s physical 

construction out of the different spaces of various time periods is 

understood chronotopically, Onega’s analysis of Dee’s house as an 

alchemical representation of his cosmic self can be taken further, for as I 

argue later in this chapter, it can also be read as an abhuman embodiment 

of the haunted house chronotope. 

Moreover, Ackroyd’s house of Doctor Dee is not located at its original 

site in Mortlake, but on the seemingly fictitious Cloak Lane, “difficult to find 

[...] some thirty yards north-west of the Green” at the historic heart of 

Clerkenwell (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 2).80 There are two significant 

points to be made about this relocation to a more central area of London. 

The first is that it allows Ackroyd to physically place Dee within his “private 

mythology of London” in an area to which he ascribes a specifically haunting 

                                                   
78 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 122. 

79 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 130. María Jesús Martínez also explores this 
interpretation of the ‘House/World/Book’ as one, in a reading that functions to reveal the 
complexity of the novel’s ontological structure, see “Postmodernism and the Ontological 
Dominant: The Poetics of Integration in Peter Ackroyd's The House of Doctor Dee”, Revista 
Alicantina de Estudios Ingleses 12 (1999), 105-116. 

80 However, Ackroyd does write on the history of a certain Cloak Lane in London Under 
regarding the Walbrook watercourse: “It then flowed down to Cloak Lane, named after 
cloaca or sewer. The attachment of churches to the river – or of the river to churches – is 
confirmed by the fact that at Cloak Lane there stood another church, St John the Baptist 
upon Walbrook”, p. 42. Suzanne Keen recognises the new address of Doctor Dee’s house as 
the location of the 1980s offices of the New Statesmen, opposite those of the Spectator, the 
rival publication where Ackroyd worked at the time. Keen argues this example conveys the 
“combination of desiring accuracy and simultaneously making revisions to correlate with 
personal associations (or to make trivial jokes) [that] characterizes much of Ackroyd’s 
historically based fictions”, p. 122. 
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genius loci in his historical works.81 As he writes in London: The Biography, 

“the secret life of Clerkenwell, like its well, goes very deep” because it has 

long been home to the city’s radical, spiritualist, and occult movements (p. 

469). In the novel, the house becomes a physical repository for this history, 

giving the impression that “all the time has flowed here, into this house, and 

there is none left outside” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 82). Amongst the 

papers his father left him after his death, Matthew finds an envelope titled 

“The Documents in the Case” which is filled with “passages in several 

different hands, scrawled across various types of paper” ranging in date 

from 1662 to 1924, that reveal a carefully compiled historical record of its 

previous owners (who are all typical Ackroydian ‘Cockney visionaries’), and 

their experiences of haunting in the house (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 

219-224). Therefore, I would argue that the house can be read to function 

chronotopically like “a sealed room” for all of this part of London’s lost time 

(The House of Doctor Dee, p. 3). Here these repressed ‘unofficial’ narratives 

of the city’s esoteric past can be literally and figuratively preserved, because 

in Ackroyd’s ‘mythology’ of London, to quote Julian Wolfreys: 

a house or a library, or an area such as Clerkenwell […], is formed 

through a structural resonance which is both temporal and spatial, 

and which therefore serves in an emblematic manner […] as a figure 

for the secret history and the spectral revenance of London as a 

whole.82  

The relocation of the house to an area rich with what Ackroyd 

suggests is a mystical kind of historical continuity also works to position 

Doctor Dee as a part of Ackroyd’s ‘Cockney visionary’ tradition. As was 

discussed in the previous chapter, in his non-fiction Ackroyd has explained 

his belief in the artistic inheritances of ‘London luminaries’, a collection of 

writers and artists, scholars and performers throughout history who have 

uniquely understood the city’s spirit of place because they are able to “hear 

the music of the stones, to glimpse the spiritual in the local and the actual, 

to render tangible things the material of intangible allegory,” which lie at the 

                                                   
81 Lewis, p. 75. 

82 Wolfreys, “Peter Ackroyd and the ‘endless variety’ of the ‘eternal city’’”, pp. 139-140. 
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centre of the “London vision” Ackroyd finds within their lives and works 

(Albion: The Origins of the English Imagination, p. 319). However, it is 

important to note that the house of Ackroyd’s novel is not the historical 

Doctor Dee’s home, nor is it a historically accurate Dee who lives there. As 

Matthew tellingly suggests, 

every book has a different Doctor Dee [...] The past is difficult, you 

see. You think you understand a person or an event, but then you turn 

a corner and everything is different once again [...] It’s like this house 

(The House of Doctor Dee, p. 136).  

This leads us to the second point of significance, that the house of Doctor 

Dee is endowed with a spatio-temporal function that is clearly of much more 

importance than just the novel’s setting. As Laura Colombino states, 

“houses and other enclosed spaces are often conceived as sensitive 

membranes, where exchanges take place between the inside and the city 

outside,” while simultaneously also working “as metaphors of the body itself 

or, alternatively, as microcosmic projections of the larger metropolis”.83 I 

would argue that the house of Doctor Dee thus functions as a chronotopic 

representation of the uncanny relationship Ackroyd believes space and time 

to share within the city of London, and its haunting allows for it to be 

positioned as both an abhuman character and a symbolic metaphor in the 

tradition of the (in this instance, British) ghost story.84 

Manuel Aguirre has argued that in modern Gothic works, the 

haunted house is “a haunting house” because it is not just “sheltering a 

numinous presence, it is the numinous presence, an otherworldly living 

space that craves birth, sustenance, growth, reproduction in the human 

world”.85 Ackroyd’s novel exemplifies Aguirre’s argument to a nicety for the 

characters’ narratives are explicitly shaped by their uncanny experiences of 

                                                   
83 Colombino, p. 8. 

84 Julia Briggs’ definitive text, Night Visitors: The Rise and Fall of the English Ghost Story 
(London: Faber, 1977) provides the first comprehensive study of the traditions of the genre. 
For an excellent history of the ghost story see Luke Thurston, Literary Ghosts from the 
Victorians to Modernism: The Haunting Interval (New York: Routledge, 2012); and, more 
specifically, for a history of the modern British ghost story to date see Simon Hay’s A 
History of the Modern British Ghost Story (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). 

85 Manuel Aguirre, The Closed Space: Horror Literature and Western Symbolism 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1990), p. 192. 
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haunting for which the house ‘itself’ frequently appears to be responsible. 

At various moments throughout the story, Dee and Matthew feel the 

presence of one another as the house carries their voices and images like 

ghostly echoes back and forth across time. Dee and Kelley can hear Matthew 

and Daniel talking in his chamber of demonstration, just as Matthew can 

hear their conversation through the sealed door of the basement laboratory 

(The House of Doctor Dee, p. 188, p. 229). But as the novel progresses, 

Matthew is overwhelmed by the uncanny feeling of not being in control of 

himself when in the house; his kitchen and bedroom are mysteriously 

cleaned, he is overcome by a surprising urge to defecate in the garden, and 

ravenously eats food he has found conveniently left out from him (The 

House of Doctor Dee, p. 127, p. 131, p. 136). He becomes particularly 

disturbed by the feeling that there is “someone, or something” living in his 

house (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 128). The presence Matthew feels 

emanating from some potentially sinister force within the house is 

repeatedly suggested at this stage in the narrative’s development to be Dee’s 

homunculus, who is perhaps a kind of doppelgänger figure for them both. 

Matthew’s gardener digs up a circle of small bones that appears to Matthew 

like the “remains of a child” surrounded by broken pieces from a tube of 

glass, the same scientific glass tube he had earlier found whole in a drawer 

in the house (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 122, p. 15). When Matthew opens 

the drawer again after this discovery, he instead finds a secret compartment 

filled with his father’s papers that include “Doctor Dee’s Recipe” for the 

creation of a homunculus, and a document recording the history of the 

“Passages in Its Life” thus far (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 123-125). The 

escalation of Matthew’s unbalanced behaviour is thus suggested to have 

been caused by his strange connection to this presence within the house, 

implying this is because perhaps he is “the homunculus [who] remembers 

nothing about its past or future until it returns home at the end of its thirty 

years, but it always does return home” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 125).  

Furthermore, the reader is also invited to experience the house’s acts 

of haunting through the echoes between the parallel narratives. When Dee 

employs the services of a prostitute named Marion on the day his father dies, 

Matthew hires a prostitute named Mary shortly after his father's death (The 
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House of Doctor Dee, p. 120, p. 173). Dee witnesses the ghostly apparition 

of their intercourse in his basement laboratory, which is in turn the same 

place where Matthew's father and Daniel Moore performed their “amor 

sexus” rituals of sexual magic (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 217-218, p. 

172). When Matthew breaks a pigeon's wing in a psychotic fury by throwing 

a book on Doctor Dee at it, stamping on the bird until it dies, mere pages 

later a dead pigeon with “a single wing” appears in the mouth of Dee's cat 

(The House of Doctor Dee, p. 136, p. 159). Among his father’s documents, 

Matthew also finds the story of a previous inhabitant of the house; a 1920s 

writer overcome with fear that he unknowingly plagiarised his novel about 

eighteenth-century London radicalism (the action of which he relocated to 

Clerkenwell), a fear that is eventually confirmed, but it is also the period on 

which Daniel is writing his monograph (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 222-

224). The scene is undeniably an intratextual reference to Ackroyd’s own 

metafictional work, which foreshadows the entry of the voice of the author 

in the final chapter’s transcendental vision:  

The House of Doctor Dee itself leads me to that conclusion: no doubt 

you expected it to be written by the author whose name appears on 

the cover and the title-page, but in fact many of the words and 

phrases are taken from John Dee himself. Just as he took a number 

of mechanical parts and out of them constructed a beetle that could 

fly, so I have taken a number of obscure texts and have fashioned a 

novel from their rearrangement (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 275). 

The alternating parallel narratives on the surface appear to be 

juxtaposed by their differing temporalities, but actually, they are very 

carefully connected by a kind of textual haunting that is echoed spatially 

through the haunted house itself. The final sentence of each chapter of The 

House of Doctor Dee is rewritten as the beginning of the next and these 

textual echoes continue until the end of chapter five, after which the ending 

of each narrator’s chapters begins their next one until the final chapter in 

which the past and present narrative strands merge together within a space 
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outside of time.86 For example, at the end of chapter one, Matthew “seemed 

to see the dark shape of a man soaring upward above Cloak Lane”, and the 

next chapter, “The Spectacle”, begins with Dee exclaiming, “What became 

of the flying man?”, and ends with, “It was a clear night, and the fixed stars 

were all I needed to light my path to Clerkenwell”, which functions as the 

beginning to chapter two when Matthew decides to walk through the night 

(The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 19-20, pp. 38-39). In the concluding chapter, 

“The Vision”, the simultaneity of the past within the present (and vice versa) 

hauntingly reoccurs and is represented as a kind of transcendental 

awakening for the characters, within which, Wolfreys argues, “a free flowing 

play between distinct temporal locations [...] overlaid on one another in the 

same area of London” actually allows for “movement outside the times of 

Palmer’s and Dee’s narratives, when someone masquerading as the author 

steps forward to [...] present his vision of London”.87 I propose this vision 

represents the overarching chronotope of Ackroyd’s oeuvre, the spatio-

temporal hauntings of which will be discussed in the conclusion of this 

chapter. However, it is also an experience that I believe could equally be 

understood as the symptom of a mental breakdown in Matthew after his 

father’s death, triggered, in psychoanalytic terms, by the inheritance of the 

‘sins of the father’ in the form of his mysterious house and the monstrous 

secrets contained within it, that is, the return of the repressed trauma of 

Matthew’s lost childhood.  

It is my proposition that Matthew’s experience of haunting within (or 

rather, by) the house conveys the uncanny’s ‘crisis of the proper self’ via the 

Freudian return of the repressed. The House of Doctor Dee is a 

psychological ghost story, which Julia Briggs defines as “a story in which 

one explanation of apparently supernatural occurrences is to be found in the 

mental instability of the witness”.88 Matthew remembers “very little” of his 

childhood, sometimes finding it “hard to believe that [he] had one at all”, 

                                                   
86 Lewis employs the terminology of poetry to describe these kinds of repetitions in 
Hawksmoor as echoes that are exemplary of the techniques of anadiplosis, antanaclasis, 
and antimetabole (which will be referenced further in chapter four of this study), pp. 41-
44. 

87 Wolfreys, “Peter Ackroyd and the ‘endless variety’ of the ‘eternal city’”, p. 138. 

88 Briggs, Night Visitors, p. 142. 
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and often feels as if he “had come into being, and passed away, within one 

night” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 80). He plainly states, “I really don’t 

believe that there’s anything there, just a space out of which a few words 

emerge from time to time”, but he struggles with this psychological lack with 

an increasing intensity as the novel progresses, for the “old house disturbed 

me, or provoked me” (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 80-81). The cause of 

such a deep level of repressive disassociation is exposed towards the novel’s 

conclusion when his mother reveals he was ‘found’ as a baby and secretly 

adopted by his father, while also accidentally revealing that his father 

sexually abused him, an act that is implied to have been an attempt to raise 

spirits in Dee’s house through sexual magic (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 

176-177):  

That was the secret, after all. I had grown up in a world without love 

– a world of magic, of money, of possession – and so I had none for 

myself or for others. That was why I had seen ghosts rather than real 

people. That was why I was haunted by voices from the past and not 

from my own time. That was why I had dreamed of being imprisoned 

in glass, cold and apart. The myth of the homunculus was just 

another aspect of my father’s loveless existence – such an image of 

sterility and false innocence could have come from no other source 

(The House of Doctor Dee, p. 178). 

According to Catherine Spooner, one of the “favourite tropes” of the 

contemporary Gothic is “the repressed memory of childhood abuse” 

wherein the characters’ “psychological prisons characteristically 

disintegrate under repeated mental strain, terminating in madness and 

breakdown”.89 Matthew’s mental instability, conveyed through his 

experiences of haunting in his father’s house, is therefore an example of the 

contemporary Gothic’s representation of the uncanny’s crisis of the proper 

self. To recall Royle, what Matthew has violently repressed is an incestuous 

betrayal of the ‘proper’; his hidden adoption means he does not know his 

own ‘Proper’ name, while the childhood abuse he experienced at the hands 

of his father violated the ‘proper’ moral conduct of the family home and 

                                                   
89 Spooner, p. 18. 
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denied him his consensual rights to ‘proper’ ownership over his own body. 

In an episode not long after this realisation, when Matthew hears the voices 

of Kelley and Dee in the basement laboratory, he cries out, questioning the 

presence of the ghosts in his house, asking whether they “reflect sexual 

unease”: 

And if ghosts are a sign of frustration, what about all the other 

elements – the locked door, the disordered bed, the weeping child? 

How do they fit in? Do you have anything to do with my father? (The 

House of Doctor Dee, p. 229).  

It is an uncanny moment of realisation for Matthew, that the inheritance of 

his father’s unhomely home and his attempt to make it his own is what has 

triggered in him the return of his repressed childhood trauma. It functions 

as an example of the inheritance of the ‘sins of the father’ in both 

psychoanalytic and Gothic terms then, for as Botting explains, the visitation 

of the “sins of the father” in the Gothic is “manifested in the representations 

of the illegitimacy and brutality of paternal authority, the repetition of 

events, and the doubling of figures and names in successive generations”.90 

It is thus what has caused the spirits of the house to be raised, both 

metaphorically and literally because, as Jakob Winnberg astutely states in 

his reading of the novel, it is “the doubling of trauma […] that makes 

possible the acknowledgment of it and […] finds its metaphorical expression 

in haunting, ghostly echoes, Doppengängern, and the like”.91  

In light of this interpretation of the house’s spatio-temporal 

hauntings, I propose that the suggestive doppelgänger presence of Dee’s 

homunculus within the house, can be further read as the monstrous 

projection of Matthew’s traumatised unconscious.92 The home and other 

kinds of lived space can, as Andrew Hock-Soon Ng argues: 

                                                   
90 Fred Botting, Gothic, revised 2nd edn (London and New York: Routledge, 2014), p. 123. 

91 Winnberg, p. 233. 

92 The representation of the doppelgänger figure of Dee’s homunculus will be discussed in 
this chapter with reference to its embodiment within the haunted house chronotope, and 
the doubled relationship that exists between it, Matthew, and Dee, will be analysed in depth 
alongside the presence of the doppelgänger figure in Ackroyd’s other Gothic 
historiographic metafictions in chapter four of Part Two: Textual Hauntings and the Ghosts 
of the Gothic.  
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assume monstrous proportions when it becomes a repository for the 

subject's unconscious; the home becomes the locus of the subject's 

projected anxieties, bringing into relief the repressed other and 

(possibly) transforming the subject into a monster.93  

When Matthew first encounters the house, he feels as if he were “about to 

enter a human body” because it “resembled the torso of a man rearing up, 

while his arms still lay spread upon the ground”, and over the course of the 

narrative’s events he soon begins to feel an uncomfortable sense of 

belonging there, as though he too is “becoming part of the old house” (The 

House of Doctor Dee, p. 3, p. 44). Towards the end of the novel, Matthew 

discovers his father bought the house from a Mr. Abraham Crowley on the 

27th of September 1963, a date which “aroused fresh speculation” for it had 

always been celebrated as his own birthday, revealing a critical connection 

between the apparent beginning of his own life and the ‘life’ of the house 

(The House of Doctor Dee, p. 219). The haunted house can be read, then, as 

Matthew’s abhuman architectural double; a monstrous extension of himself 

that embodies and is embodied by the homunculus, which is, in Susana 

Onega’s words, “the microcosmic evil emanation of Dr Dee’s house” that 

haunts its home and thus him too.94 For, as Manuel Aguirre reminds us, “the 

first thing we learn about the modern Haunted House is that it is alive [...] 

the force that lurks in it is part of the house itself”.95 One can thus conclude 

that Matthew’s narrative is representative of the contemporary Gothic 

chronotope of the haunted house with its psychologically motivated ghosts, 

in that it is a literal reflection of Freud’s concept of the self as a ‘house’ 

haunted by a troubled past, by a narrative of personal trauma that is not or 

cannot necessarily be resolved. Matthew is convinced a “madman” haunts 

his house and arguably, that madman is himself (The House of Doctor Dee, 

p. 36).  

How, then, are we to read the historical narrative of Doctor Dee and 

the significance of its unhomely hauntings? The parallel narratives of Dee 

                                                   
93 Ng, p. 16.  

94 Onega, Peter Ackroyd, p. 68. 

95 Aguirre, p. 190. 
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and Matthew’s lives within the same house appear as uncanny reflections, 

for they are both tales of trauma and loss, of betrayal and regret. Dee, like 

Matthew, has a troubled relationship with his ailing father, and the final 

visits they each make before their fathers’ deaths are echoes of one another; 

both are repulsed by their closeness to such physical and mental 

deterioration, they recoil in disgust at their fathers’ attempts to grasp their 

hands, and abandon them moments before they die (The House of Doctor 

Dee, pp. 5-7, pp. 94-99). Dee is betrayed by his charlatan apprentice Edward 

Kelley, who, in alliance with Dee’s old assistant John Overbury, murders 

Dee’s wife Katherine, and sets fire to the house after his efforts to steal Dee’s 

alchemical secrets are discovered (see “The Closet”, pp. 230-246), just as 

Matthew is betrayed by his best friend Daniel who secretly practised cross-

dressing and sexual magic with his father, and was instructed by him to 

“watch over” Matthew who was “special” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 140-

141). However, the hauntings depicted in Dee’s narrative are also 

reminiscent of traditional ghost stories in which ghosts often return to 

resolve unfinished business by offering the haunted visions of change, as 

Dee’s father and wife do for him in the chapters “The City” and “The 

Garden”, by showing his future in “the world without love” if he pursues his 

experiments in the occult, or if he were to abandon them and “see the world 

with love” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 204, p. 246).  

The chapter “The Chamber of Demonstration” sets the events for 

these ghostly returns in motion, when Doctor Dee and Edward Kelley begin 

their attempts to summon spiritual visions from a crystal globe believed to 

be a remnant of “the lost and ancient city of London” within the secret 

scrying room off Dee’s basement laboratory, in the hope that the location of 

the long-buried original city may be revealed to them (The House of Doctor 

Dee, p. 153, pp. 190-194). The apparitions seen in the globe’s glass, brought 

through the parting of the veil to the afterlife (a golden curtain), bring 

warnings for Dee to be wary of professional enemies or encourage him to 

pursue his occultist ambitions, and while some are later revealed to be 

fabrications by Kelley in his effort to learn Dee’s alchemical secrets for the 

creation of the Philosopher’s Stone, others are presented as genuine 

spiritual experiences (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 187-189). Unbeknownst 
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to Dee and Kelley, the ghostly figures seen in the visions are also from the 

future, as images of Matthew in the house and his conversations with Daniel 

appear in the crystal’s surface (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 186, pp. 188-

189). Finally, the chapter concludes with the spectacular return of the 

spectre of Dee’s father whose presence appears within the chamber to Dee 

alone, to warn him “you are so crazed with schemes and so laden with 

disgraces that you are consumed to the very bones” (The House of Doctor 

Dee, p. 203). It is a stereotypically Gothic scene rich with imagery of a 

haunting visitation that evokes many of the mode’s earliest traditions, 

including strange knocking noises, shrieks of pain, opaque organs, a 

disembodied voice, and the chilling grasp of a ghostly hand upon the throat, 

in which the spectre of Dee’s father promises to show him “[n]ot to have 

loved is a fearful thing. […] Look upon the world without love” (The House 

of Doctor Dee, p. 204). In the chapter that follows, Dee is confronted with 

this nightmarish vision of his future in “The City”, wherein London has 

become “the dungeon of the night”, a reflection of the consequences of the 

choices he has made in his life thus far (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 205).  

On the cold streets of this sorrowful city of darkness, Dee encounters 

the ghost of his old master, Ferdinand Griffen, who shows him a new map 

of London’s recent developments, but the familiar topography appears 

unfamiliarly monstrous to Dee “like the image of a man mounting a woman 

and coupling with her in a rape” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 206). Fleeing 

in fear, Dee finds yet more uncanny monstrosity in a figure “all besmeared 

with men’s filth and with a visage most ugly and fearful which, imbrued with 

congealed blood and eaten away like a raw ulcer, made him too ghastly to 

behold”, who goads Dee that “there is no living man but who is thus inwardly 

disfigured”, making him see that within himself too lies “only a place of 

horror, stench and darkness” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 207). As a world 

of corruption, both internally and externally, London in this vision 

represents the “true city universal”, the result of a life built on the pursuit of 

power above all else, ruled by “men of business”, fuelled by “fraud and usury 

and bribery and extortion”, a monstrous metropolis forever “expanding like 

the black clouds which bring rain” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 208). This 
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image is further conveyed through two interconnected scenes in which Dee 

finds himself looking upon his own death.  

Dee first sees an image of his own death when he witnesses the public 

execution of the figure of his double, “a very skilful and cunning man who 

helped to build this city”, condemned to hang because “he kept too many 

secrets” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 210). Unable to bear “being taken to 

my death like a pig to the spit”, Dee summons a wherry-man to cross the 

Thames so that he may seek pardon from Queen Elizabeth I, but the 

boatman is Charon of ancient Greek mythology, who will instead carry him 

down the river Styx to Hades (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 210-211). There, 

Dee is given an audience with the terrifying Gothic Queen, “a great spider 

on her face, its legs extending over her whole visage as if it were sucking the 

breath from her mouth” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 214). She performs 

an autopsy on his corpse “come straight from the Devil”, in which the decay 

of his internal organs is used as a cruel “lesson in anatomy” to explain that 

power corrupts “the whole history of man” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 

216).96 The Queen then invites him to feast on his own flesh in a banquet 

scene in which he is literally consumed by the power of the city-state (The 

House of Doctor Dee, p. 217), revealing the “cause/effect relationship 

existing between man’s evil actions and the death of his spiritual body”.97 

Dee runs shrieking back to the Clerkenwell house, but finds that it is “my 

own and not my own” for it is now Matthew Palmer’s, whom he sees perform 

“amor sexus” with the prostitute Mary in an exact repetition of the earlier 

encounter (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 217, p. 173). The chapter ends as 

Dee realises this future “was indeed an image of my condition”, which his 

father’s ghost returns once more to confirm: “This was a vision of the world 

without love, John Dee, but one you yourself have fashioned. You hoped to 

                                                   
96 It is a scene which also echoes the autopsy Sir Christopher Wren performs in chapter five 
of Hawksmoor for Dyer’s “first Anatomy lesson”, p. 120. Much of the same language is used 
to construct strikingly similar imagery, for example, the hands of Sir Christopher Wren are 
“steeped in Blood up to the Wrist-bones” (Hawksmoor, p. 117), just as the Queen’s own are 
“sunk into the body up to her wrists” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 216), with both using 
the pathological extraction of the body’s contents to teach Dyer and Dee about their 
empirical functions.  

97 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 123. 
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create life, but instead you have made images of death” (The House of 

Doctor Dee, p. 218). 

Conversely, in the following chapter narrated by Dee, it is his 

murdered wife Katherine who returns the night after her death to ease his 

sorrow, appearing first as a spectral embodiment of the Virgin Mother with 

child (which Dee rather tellingly sees as himself), then as his own mother, 

and finally as his wife to show him what it means “to look inwardly […] to 

see what belongs to the hearts of men” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 245).98 

In the angelic vision of “The Garden”, Katherine guides Dee through a 

sublime reimagining of the Clerkenwell house’s garden, which Dee first 

identifies as the alchemical Philosopher’s Garden, but soon realises that it 

instead represents the tranquillity of “the garden of the true world, where 

among many flowers we shall see the sweet rose and the sharp nettle, the 

pleasant lily and the pricking thorn, the high vine and the low hedge” (The 

House of Doctor Dee, p. 251). A stark contrast to the hellish horror of “The 

City”, then, the harmonious unity of the garden’s opposing elements creates 

a kind of beauty which signifies to Dee a heavenly spiritual Paradise, 

wherein his wife instructs him that to embrace this way of understanding 

the world as a thing of beauty he must learn what “cannot be found by 

experiment or speculation […] Your faith must now be placed in love and 

not in wisdom, in surrendering and not in power” (The House of Doctor Dee, 

p. 256).99 This serene vision is brought to its end when the spirits of couples 

dancing in “perfect order and symmetry” to the music of the spheres reveal 

that “Love is the light of the world”, and as such the cosmic “star man” Dee 

has long desired to create cannot be achieved through occult means but 

“proceeds from virtue” within himself (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 256-

257). However, Dee instead declares, “I must walk by my own light, […] and 

I must find my own vision before I may be redeemed”, which he believes he 

                                                   
98 For a detailed discussion of the significance this visionary deliverance has for 
alternatively reading the character of Katherine Dee as a ‘ghostly heroine’, see David 
Charnick’s article, “Peter Ackroyd’s Ghostly Heroines”, Literary London Journal, 10.2 
(Autumn 2013),  <http://literarylondon.org/the-literary-london-journal/archive-of-the-
literary-london-journal/issue-10-2/peter-ackroyds-ghostly-heroines/> [last accessed 20 
July 2017] 

99 Martínez performs a very detailed analysis of the spiritual symbolism of the novel, in 
particular the visionary representation of the garden, see pp. 113-115. 

http://literarylondon.org/the-literary-london-journal/archive-of-the-literary-london-journal/issue-10-2/peter-ackroyds-ghostly-heroines/
http://literarylondon.org/the-literary-london-journal/archive-of-the-literary-london-journal/issue-10-2/peter-ackroyds-ghostly-heroines/
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will achieve by promising to live as the spirits have guided him, to “abjure 

the path of worldly knowledge and seek that original spirit which dwelt 

within me” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 257). Consequently, the novel’s 

final chapter, aptly titled “The Vision”, is a vision within itself that reveals 

the outcome of Dee’s new spiritual journey in search of this ‘original spirit’ 

alongside Matthew Palmer’s own quest for selfhood, as well as that of Peter 

Ackroyd (as author-narrator), the detailed analysis of which concludes this 

chapter. 

Much like the ghosts of Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, then, the 

spectres of Dee’s father and wife return in the depths of night to forewarn 

Dee that their visitations will reveal to him the error of his ways, maybe even 

save his soul, through visions of his present possible futures, of his death 

based on the actions of his past, or of his redemption based on his desire to 

change.100 These visitations also become a means through which their 

complicated relationships with Dee, which both left unresolved in life, may 

be potentially reconciled in death. After experiencing the horror of “The 

City”, Dee understands: 

well enough why it was my father who had granted that vision to me: 

my love for gold had been greater by far than any love for him, and at 

his death I had felt only dislike and fear. Now to see what a pass I 

might come, if there were a world created in my own image! (The 

House of Doctor Dee, p. 230).  

When Dee is roused from his wife’s vision to find his house alight, his 

chamber of demonstration and his vast library burnt by Kelley, he proclaims 

that he will abandon his occult pursuit of power through knowledge, which 

has quite literally been purged by the fire:  

The spirits of my father and my wife have shown me that there is only 

one true immortality. There is no way to conquer time and live 

                                                   
100 Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol (1843. Sydney and Auckland: Reader’s Digest, 
2001). 
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eternally except through vision. The vision not the body transcends 

this life (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 270).101  

Accordingly, the spectral apparitions of Dee’s father and wife do appear to 

perform for him the visionary function of a spirit’s visitation in the classical 

tradition of the ghost story; their return to haunt the living reveals, to quote 

Fred Botting, that “what is missing, in a thoroughly secular, rationalised and 

scientifically ordered material world […] is a sense of unity, value and 

spirit”.102 

Therefore, it is possible to argue that Dee’s ghostly encounters 

further function to illuminate the dichotomy between the protean 

beginnings of the Age of Reason in the period, the future consequences of 

which are represented in his father’s hellish nightmare of the modern city, 

and the gradual decline in status of the metaphysical spiritualism of times 

past, shown through his wife’s mystical vision of paradise, which were 

brought into conflict for the first time during the Renaissance period in 

England. Jakob Winnberg has proposed that as such, the novel “does not 

simply deal with individual trauma, but also with a more collective, shared 

trauma of modernity”.103 We may therefore read Dee’s experience of 

haunting as a personified representation of the “traumatic cultural rift” of 

modernity, of the “loss of a divine order and the entry into a rational order, 

together with a melancholic relation to this loss that perpetuates rather than 

heals the trauma”.104 The relationship between Nicholas Dyer and Sir 

Christopher Wren in Hawksmoor is similarly constructed to expose the 

effects of modernity’s rise as part of this historical dichotomy between old 

and new ways of life.105 A fellow of the Royal Society, Sir Christopher Wren 

                                                   
101 Dee’s search for the spiritual vision he proclaims here is explored in the final chapter of 
the novel, and will be addressed in the concluding section of this chapter. 

102 Botting, Gothic, revised 2nd edn, p. 121.  

103 Winnberg, pp. 234-235. 

104 Winnberg, pp. 234-235. 

105 There have been numerous critical readings of Hawksmoor that perform an 
interpretation of the novel based solely around the problematisation of Enlightenment 
philosophies within it. For further discussion of the contrast between the two characters’ 
conflicting philosophical ideologies, a detailed analysis of which is beyond the scope of this 
study, see: Aleid Fokkema, “Abandoning the Postmodern? The Case of Peter Ackroyd”, in 
British Postmodern Fiction, ed. by Theo D'Haen and Hans Bertens (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 
1993), pp. 170-174; Fokkema, “The Retreat of Language: Discontinuous Signs”, in 
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embodies the burgeoning spirit of the Enlightenment Age, made evident in 

his devotion to the principles of scientific ‘Reason’, of rationalist and 

empirical study as “an Instrument for Mankind’s domination of Darknesse 

and Superstition” (Hawksmoor, p. 173). Such principles are often directly 

juxtaposed with the occult mysticism of Dyer’s Scientia Umbrarum in their 

conversations, when Dyer is quick to question or mock Wren’s models of 

Rationalism, for he believes:  

Men that are fixed upon matter, experiment, secondary causes and 

the like have forgot there is such a thing in the World which they 

cannot see nor touch nor measure: it is the Praecipice into which they 

will surely fall (Hawksmoor, p. 125).106 

As the narrative progresses, this opposition is advanced through time and 

further exaggerated by the character of Detective Hawksmoor. Like Wren, 

he also considers himself to be: 

a scientist, or even as a scholar, since it was from close observation 

and rational deduction that he came to a proper understanding of 

each case; he prided himself on his acquaintance with chemistry, 

anatomy and even mathematics since it was these disciplines which 

helped him to resolve situations at which others trembled 

(Hawksmoor, p. 190).  

However, Detective Hawksmoor’s modern technological methods of 

detection fail to help him solve these murders as he is unable to find a 

consistent time of death for the victims or even place the crimes in a linear 

timeline during his investigation, and so becomes increasingly 

overwhelmed by the feeling that “all these events were random and yet 

connected, part of a pattern so large that it remained inexplicable” 

                                                   
Postmodern Characters: A Study of Characterization in British and American 
Postmodern Fiction (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1991), pp. 141-164; Onega, Peter Ackroyd, pp. 
44-48, and Metafiction and Myth, pp. 43-58; Smethurst, pp. 180-195. 

106 For an example of one such instance, see chapter five of Hawksmoor, when Dyer attends 
an autopsy Wren is asked to perform on a murdered girl whose body has been dredged from 
the Thames. Wren is coldly rational in his pathological dissection of the girl’s body, treating 
the corpse as a site for scientific discovery, but the autopsy causes Dyer to ponder mortality, 
he feels his own blood roaring and surging in his head, and even empathetically experiences 
the girl’s murder in a vision, Hawksmoor, pp. 117-120.  
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(Hawksmoor, p. 196). I am, therefore, in agreement with Aleid Fokkema’s 

apt suggestion that it is by “evoking a mystic experience of time beyond the 

everyday reality of the present moment, [that] Ackroyd adds a philosophical 

dimension to the gothic horror of the irrational” present in the spatio-

temporal dichotomies of these works.107  

The dichotomy that is created in both Hawksmoor and The House of 

Doctor Dee, between the pre-modern and the modern in the philosophies of 

the protagonists is one that I find to be, most importantly, also inherent to 

the experience of the uncanny in the Gothic. The development of the Gothic 

and its ghost stories, to quote Julia Briggs, “was itself part of a wider 

reaction against the rationalism and growing secularization of the 

Enlightenment” for at its heart lies the uncomfortable consequence of 

modernity’s rise, a cultural rift between the very old and the very new.108 

Throughout its two-hundred-and-fifty-year history of literary resurrection 

and resurgence, the Gothic has always been a medium through which the 

uncanny is able to return within apparently everyday life and to rupture it, 

for it refuses to allow the ghosts of the past to be laid to rest. It is an 

experience that is perhaps best encapsulated by Terry Castle’s assertion: 

the more we seek enlightenment, the more alienating our world 

becomes; the more we seek to free ourselves, Houdini-like, from the 

coils of superstition, mystery and magic, the more tightly, 

paradoxically, the uncanny holds us in its grip.109  

What we find uncanny is the (re)appearance of that which we once feared 

returning, it is a disturbance of what we thought we already knew to be 

(un)real, and it is from this threat of the disintegration of our concepts of 

modernity, or of our own reality, that the premise of the Gothic proceeds. 

Therefore, the disruption of our understanding of what is ‘past’ and what is 

‘present’ is achieved in the Gothic, according to Fred Botting, through the 

                                                   
107 Fokkema, “Abandoning the Postmodern?”, pp. 173-174. 

108 Briggs, “The Ghost Story”, p. 179. 

109 Terry Castle, The Female Thermometer: Eighteenth Century Culture and the Invention 
of the Uncanny (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 15. 
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“disturbing ambivalence” generated by the uncanny’s presence(s), as effects 

that are monstrously manifested in an attempt: 

to explain what the Enlightenment left unexplained, efforts to 

reconstruct the divine mysteries that reason had begun to dismantle, 

to recuperate pasts and histories that offered a permanence and unity 

beyond the scope of rational and moral order.110 

By merging a modern ghost story and its Gothic traditions with a 

nevertheless equally haunted historical narrative, Ackroyd’s novel uses the 

chronotopic space of the haunted house to intertwine the two forms and 

make them both strange, invoking Freud’s own definition of the uncanny. 

We are thus presented with two possible lines of interpretation: one is what 

we have termed a ‘traditional’ Gothic reading that privileges the 

supernatural, the occult, and the visionary, while the other is a 

contemporary psychoanalytic reading of the Gothic wherein the 

supernatural becomes a metaphor for trauma and loss, and a symptom of 

the subject’s psychic disintegration. The modern British ghost story is 

renowned for playing these two potential interpretations off one another, 

perhaps best exemplified by Henry James’ novella The Turn of the Screw 

and the unanswered question of whether the children’s governess is truly 

haunted by the ghosts of her predecessors or by her own madness. David 

Punter believes the prowess of the contemporary authors of the Gothic is 

determined by the skill with which they are able to “continually throw the 

supernatural into doubt, and in doing so they also serve the important 

function of removing the illusory halo of certainty from the so called 

‘natural’ world”.111 The depiction of the chronotope of the haunted house in 

Ackroyd’s novel, in my opinion, recalls this great Gothic literary tradition. 

The (haunted) House of Doctor Dee is possessed by an ambiguity as to what 

exactly happens to the characters, what was ‘real’ and what was merely 

‘spectral’ as it were, that remains to be resolved at its conclusion, for as 

Matthew asks:  

                                                   
110 Botting, Gothic, revised 2nd edn, p. 22. 

111 Punter, The Literature of Terror, p. 183. 
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So who in this world can make the dead speak? Who can see them in 

vision? That would be a form of magic – to bring the dead to life 

again, if only in the pages of a book (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 

258). 

 

THE END?  

“BEGGING ON THE THRESHOLD OF ETERNITY”  

FOR THE “MYSTICAL CITY UNIVERSAL”112 

 

Ackroyd seems to perform just such an act of magic in the pages of 

his books, particularly within the chapters that conclude Hawksmoor and 

The House of Doctor Dee. The parallel narratives of these novels are each 

drawn to an end through the visionary experience of a transcendental space 

outside of time within which the living and the dead, the ‘fictional’ and the 

‘real’, are brought together to commune in what I propose is a kind of textual 

séance. In each circumstance, this is the place where a vision of ‘eternal 

London’ can be found, however the depiction differs between the two novels. 

In Hawksmoor, the location of Dyer’s churches at seven specifically 

haunted sites (amplified by his sacrificial murders), is an occult process 

which he believes will allow him to transcend mortality and enter into 

eternity, but by the novel’s end he is instead found to be forever trapped on 

its threshold. In The House of Doctor Dee, Dee is obsessed with the lost 

ancient city of London, which he endeavours to find by occult means for he 

too believes it will grant him immortality and entrance into eternity, but 

instead he discovers what it truly means to live eternally through poetic 

transcendence in the city of the imagination. Unlike Hawksmoor, which 

revels in the violence of the city’s inherent Gothicism, the Gothic elements 

of The House of Doctor Dee endow this understanding of the city with 

visionary meaning, for the uncanny in the narrative eventually becomes a 

                                                   
112 These quotations are the final phrases that conclude Hawksmoor, p. 271, and The House 
of Doctor Dee, p. 277. 
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way to “celebrate felt connections across time”.113 In what follows, I will 

argue that the conclusions of these novels through the visionary communion 

of past and present, ‘fictional’ and ‘real’, performs a kind of textual séance, 

which serves to communicate the overarching chronotope of Ackroyd’s 

oeuvre, the transhistorical haunting of London by its (Gothic) genius loci.  

Hawksmoor, Ackroyd’s most critically acclaimed novel, also remains 

one of his most well-known works of fiction, and it is still the most discussed 

within academic circles some thirty years after its original publication. 

Inspired by Iain Sinclair’s long-form prose poem Lud Heat (1975), 

Hawksmoor contains a dual-narrative structured around a series of 

murders carried out in the surrounds of the six ‘real’ London churches 

designed by famous eighteenth-century English architect Nicholas 

Hawksmoor, following Queen Anne’s 1711 Commission for Building Fifty 

New Churches in London (which Ackroyd moves to 1708) – St. Alfege in 

Greenwich, St. George’s in Bloomsbury, Christ Church in Spitalfields, St. 

George’s-in-the-East, St. Mary Woolnoth, and St. Anne’s Limehouse – as 

well as a fabricated seventh church of Little St. Hugh in the fictional Black 

Step Lane near Moorfields.114 However, the killings appear to 

simultaneously (re)occur, initially during the churches’ construction in the 

narrative’s eighteenth-century time-stream by Ackroyd’s ‘reincarnation’ of 

the ‘real’ historical architect, Nicholas Dyer, and then again in the 

alternating twentieth-century plot set in the 1980s, where an eerily similar 

pattern of victims who have been murdered by strangulation in mysterious 

circumstances is being investigated by Detective Chief Superintendent 

Nicholas Hawksmoor of New Scotland Yard. The novel’s structure is split 

into two parts, each containing six chapters, and opens with a prologue that 

provides an apparently ‘factual’ beginning to Dyer’s ‘historical’ narrative. 

Throughout the novel, the odd-numbered chapters are narrated by Nicholas 

                                                   
113 Keen, p. 129. 

114 In the novel’s acknowledgements, Ackroyd says, “I would like to express my obligation 
to Iain Sinclair’s poem, Lud Heat, which first directed my attention to the stranger 
characteristics of the London churches”, p. 272. Along with Sinclair’s Lud Heat: A Book of 
the Dead Hamlets – May 1974 to April 1975 (Cheltenham: Skylight Press, 2012), Ackroyd’s 
Hawksmoor has also inspired the work of others, for example the celebrated graphic novel 
by Alan Moore and Eddie Campbell, From Hell: Being a Melodrama in Sixteen Parts 
(1989; Marietta, GA: Top Shelf Productions, 2009), see Appendix I, p. 3. 
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Dyer, as he recounts the construction of his churches between 1711-1715, as 

well as his early life, when, after witnessing the death of his family during 

the Plague and living as a street urchin, he narrowly escapes the Great Fire 

of London and is ‘adopted’ by Mirabilis, the leader of the Black Step Lane 

Satanic cult, who has deemed him to be the chosen one to carry out its 

teachings of Scientia Umbrarum. These chapters that are narrated in the 

first-person by Dyer replicate the language, syntax, and spelling of the 

eighteenth century, which is in direct contrast to the even-numbered 

chapters that are set in the 1980s, the omniscient narration of which is 

written in contemporary prose. In Part One, these contemporary chapters 

feature the perspective of a London tour guide and the first murder victim, 

a child named Thomas Hill, and the second murder victim, a vagrant named 

Ned; while in Part Two, they exclusively focus on the perspective of an 

increasingly unbalanced Detective Hawksmoor during his frustrating 

investigation into the seemingly inexplicable serial murders.  

The contemporary and the eighteenth-century parallel narratives of 

Hawksmoor both conclude in scenes that are an uncanny reflection of one 

another as the assumed boundary between past and present time-streams 

appears to rapidly disintegrate. In chapter eleven, Dyer’s narrative is 

brought to its end when, after a week-long feverish illness in which he is 

haunted by hallucinations of his doppelgänger and drifts in and out of 

lucidity, Dyer believes it is a sign he is ready for his “approaching Change”, 

and so crosses the threshold of Little St. Hugh to await his final act of 

transcendence (Hawksmoor, p. 258, original emphasis). In chapter twelve, 

Detective Hawksmoor unknowingly follows in Dyer’s footsteps albeit in the 

twentieth century. After being relieved from the murder case because of his 

increasingly unbalanced behaviour and his failure to apprehend the 

murderer, Hawksmoor fanatically pursues ‘clues’ apparently left by the 

mysterious vagrant known as ‘The Architect’, whom he believes to be the 

killer, that lead him to the church of Little St. Hugh. Here, within the 

narrative’s only imaginary church, the centuries collapse into one another 

to reveal the doppelgänger relationship that exists between Dyer and 

Hawksmoor (and indeed perhaps also ‘The Architect’), and through which 

a visionary transcendental communion is achieved inside this space that 
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now seems to exist outside of time itself.115 At this moment, on the last page 

of the novel, the narrative is also spatially separated by an extended line 

break, immediately before the characters’ voices all merge into one new 

incarnation in the final transcendental vision (which is worth reproducing 

in full below): 

And when they spoke they spoke with one voice: 

  

and I must have slept, for all these figures greeted me as if they were 

in a dream. The light behind them effaced their features and I could 

see only the way they turned their heads, both to left and to right. The 

dust covered their feet and I could see only the direction of their 

dance, both backwards and forwards. And when I went among them, 

they touched fingers and formed a circle around me; and, as we came 

closer, all the while we moved further apart. Their words were my 

own but not my own, and I found myself on a winding path of smooth 

stones. And when I looked back, they were watching one another 

silently. 

 And then in my dream I looked down at myself and saw in 

what rags I stood; and I am a child again, begging on the threshold of 

eternity (Hawksmoor, p. 271). 

The ambiguity of the novel’s conclusion has attracted much critical 

attention and many scholars have speculated on its interpretative potential 

in the decades since its first publication. Let us consider but a few of the 

possible readings available from the previous scholarship. Susana Onega 

argues from a “mythical perspective” that the merging of the characters in 

the novel’s ending represents the achievement of Dyer “to reunify the 

fragmented facets of his split self [the Architect and Detective 

Hawksmoor]”.116 Likewise, Andrew Hock-Soon Ng suggests that in the 

                                                   
115 The specific relationship between these characters will be analysed alongside the 
doppelgängers of Ackroyd’s other Gothic historiographic metafictions in chapter four of 
this study. 

116 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 187. See also Onega, “Pattern and Magic in 
Hawksmoor”, Atlantis 12.2 (1991), 31-43. 
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ending’s meeting within Little St. Hugh, one may read Dyer’s occult design 

to have succeeded “because he has transcended time and death either 

through immortality or through being reborn again as Hawksmoor”.117 

David Richter similarly suggests that in the end, “[m]urderer and detective, 

hider and seeker, are absorbed into one self”, and Alison Lee too believes 

that what we are witnessing in the union of the final scene is Hawksmoor’s 

“own death at the end of the novel”.118 Whereas Adriaan M. De Lange 

proposes a reconsideration of when the ending of Hawksmoor actually 

occurs since the postmodern narrative structure of the novel potentially has 

multiple sets of conclusions: “(a) an indeterminate number; (b) twelve 

endings [one for each chapter]; or (c) three endings [one for each 

timestream]”.119 Barry Lewis even questions whether or not one may be able 

to reach any conclusive reading of Hawksmoor’s ending specifically because 

of its deliberately ambiguous construction (much like the whole text itself): 

“Is the ending of the book a hallucination experienced by the feverish 

detective? Or is it a miraculous event? It is impossible to decide”.120 

 I suggest, however, that it is precisely the uncertainty of the novel’s 

concluding scene that best encapsulates the symbolic power of this visionary 

textual space, since it is here within Little St. Hugh in Black Step Lane, the 

only ‘Hawksmoor’ church of the author’s own construction, that the 

transcendental connections Ackroyd believes are formed within the city 

from the ‘fictional’ and the ‘real’ narratives of its history are found embodied 

by its spirit of place. The final designs for the fictional church’s construction, 

as they are described by Dyer, overtly foreshadow its significance as a 

specifically textual chronotopic threshold in this way in the narrative’s 

conclusion: 

the Detail of the Ground Plot, which is much like the Prologue in a 

Story; […] the Plan in a small form, like the disposition of Figures in 

                                                   
117 Ng, p. 38. 

118 Richter, p. 110; Lee, p. 68. 

119 Adriaan M. de Lange, “The Complex Architectonics of Postmodernist Fiction: 
Hawksmoor – A Case Study”, in British Postmodern Fiction, ed. by Theo D'Haen and Hans 
Bertens, pp. 145-165 (p. 155). 

120 Lewis, p. 44. 
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a Narrative; […] the Elevation, which is like the Symbol or Theme of 

a Narrative, […] the Upright of the Front, which is like to the main 

part of the Story; […] the many and irregular Doors, Stairways and 

Passages like so many ambiguous Expressions, Tropes, Dialogues 

and Metaphoricall speeches; […] the Upright of the Portico and the 

Tower which will strike the Mind with Magnificence, as in the 

Conclusion of a Book (Hawksmoor, p. 256). 

Consequently, one is left to question whether the voice of the characters 

born anew within this church’s archi-text-ure as the unknown ‘I’ of the 

concluding paragraph is perhaps, then, the voice of Ackroyd as the author 

conducting this visionary transcendental séance within his textual 

imagination, since it is as if “in a dream […] [t]heir words were my own but 

not my own” (Hawksmoor, p. 271). This idea will be discussed further in the 

final chapter of this study with regard to the scene’s powerful representative 

function as the culmination of the protagonists’ doppelgänger relationship 

and their connection to the city. One can conclude, however, that what Dyer 

seeks to gain through the occult construction of his churches is the same in 

(metaphysical) principle as what Doctor Dee is attempting to achieve 

through the search for the ancient city and the creation of his homunculus; 

both men are seeking to conquer time, and indeed history, through a quest 

to defy death and achieve spiritual immortality, because as Dyer himself 

explains: “I cannot change that Thing call'd Time, but I can alter its Posture 

and, as Boys do turn a looking-glass against the Sunne, so I will dazzle you 

all” (Hawksmoor, p. 8). It appears, however, that Dyer is seemingly denied 

access to the ‘eternal city’ at his novel’s end because he has reached its gates 

through the murderous manipulation of London’s forces, rather than by the 

visionary embrace of the city’s spirit of place which Dee appears to achieve 

after abandoning his occult practices at the end of his narrative, as we shall 

come to see in the following section. 

The contemporary narrative of The House of Doctor Dee is similarly 

brought to its end within a site that functions symbolically as a threshold for 

the novel’s uncanny time-space continuum, wherein ‘reality’ dissolves by 

merging the two parallel narratives into one through visionary experience. 
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In chapter seven, Matthew seeks to finally “begin to exorcise the past” with 

his mother, by finding a piece of abandoned land secretly owned by his late 

father (and Doctor Dee) located in Wapping on the aptly-named fictional 

Pass Over Street, where they discover a lock-up garage containing an 

unusual ancient stone mound (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 259). It is the 

same site in the chapter “The Abbey”, where Dee and Kelley believe the lost 

ancient city of London is buried, during which Dee experiences the stone’s 

“power of place”, envisioning it to be a gateway for the “mystical city 

universal” to return (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 168). However, when 

Matthew climbs the three steps mysteriously carved in the stone, he is 

overcome with vertigo, believing “‘up and down are the same here’”, and 

cannot tell whether they are “part of the past or of the present? Or of both?” 

(The House of Doctor Dee, p. 264). The scene itself is a replica of the final 

illustration of Giovani Piranesi’s Imaginary Prisons that Matthew is so 

captivated by in chapter two for he sees himself within it, merging with the 

old stones of the house, and a vision of his father warns him it represents an 

“eternal city for those who are trapped in time” (The House of Doctor Dee, 

p. 44). Matthew’s increasingly confused experience of time and space 

throughout the narrative thus culminates at this moment during which he 

appears to cross the chronotopic threshold between past and present. After 

climbing the stairway, a series of strange incidents around the site 

destabilises Matthew’s perception of reality. Firstly, near the garage, a 

disappearing tramp seems to be signalling to him across time (The House of 

Doctor Dee, pp. 263-265), then when Matthew is walking home, he finds the 

city unfamiliar as his surroundings seem to shift and change. The homeless 

man in the dark overcoat appears to him again and kneels to greet him as 

“my little man” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 265; see p. 11), and Matthew 

enters Dee’s time-stream, believing the house is on fire, before Daniel 

reveals that Matthew is the homunculus and vanishes away (The House of 

Doctor Dee, pp. 266-267). The chapter’s climax is reached when Matthew 

realises “it was all happening again” as the afternoon repeats itself twice 

more (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 267).121 What is revealed in this scene, 

                                                   
121 In the first repetition, Matthew envisions crossing the river Thames alongside Dee as his 
homunculus, following the tramp into the mystical city, but in the second repetition, he 
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and more generally throughout Ackroyd’s writing, then, to quote Keen, is 

that “the present is the meeting place of all our pasts”.122 Matthew’s 

contemporary psychogeographic engagement with the ‘power of place’ 

symbolically manifested in the stone stairway causes the tenuous balance 

between past and present to collapse completely in a series of uncanny 

repetitions which return to the chronotopic core of the novel, the haunted 

Clerkenwell house, the narrative’s final site of spatio-temporal 

transcendence in “The Vision”.  

Furthermore, Matthew’s confrontation with the homunculus, and 

subsequent denunciation of its existence, during the last repetition of events 

that end the chapter is representative of the final climactic struggle for his 

‘proper self’: 

‘I know you are a figment and a sick man’s dream. You are the fantasy 

of those who believe in the reality of time and the power of the 

material world: while I clung to those illusions, you haunted me. You 

were my father’s creature, and so you were an image of my fears. But 

there is a higher life by far, quite beyond the passage of time. So now 

I leave you. There never was a homunculus.’ Then it opened its mouth 

and screamed. I walked down the path, and went inside the house 

where he was expecting me (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 268).  

In the final sentence, the use of ‘he’ is intriguing, for the previous vision 

suggests it will be Doctor Dee but it may also be representative of ‘Peter 

Ackroyd’ because when Matthew enters the house in the following chapter 

he is met by both ‘characters’. In “The Vision”, Doctor Dee also realises, in 

light of the cautionary visions imparted by the ghosts of his wife and father, 

that his “search for new life” in the homunculus was a “delusion” (The House 

of Doctor Dee, p. 270). Instead, he seeks the redemption of his ‘proper self’ 

from within, to find “a great city which I believe to be my proper home, for 

is it not true that each man must spend eternity in the house he has built for 

himself?” because, as his wife confirms, “imagination is immortal, and that 

                                                   
instead returns home to confront the homunculus by rejecting its existence; The House of 
Doctor Dee, pp. 267-268. 

122 Keen, p. 128. 
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thereby we each create our own eternity” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 257). 

It appears, therefore, that it is through living within the uncanny space-time 

of the Clerkenwell house that both Dee and Matthew are able to confront 

their own conflicts of selfhood imbued therein by embracing the 

transcendental powers of the imagination, for at the novel’s end it is implied 

one can only access their desired ‘eternal London’ – “the mystical city 

universal” – through the imagination (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 277).123 

Further, as David Charnick suggests, it is only by finally embracing this 

“visionary approach to London based on a reconciliation of past and 

present” that the characters are able to transcend “the immediate to achieve 

a true understanding of the city’s nature” at the novel’s conclusion.124 

The ending of Ackroyd’s fourth novel, Chatterton, also reflects its 

immediate predecessor, Hawksmoor, and foreshadows The House of 

Doctor Dee, for it similarly concludes with a transcendental scene in which 

the three protagonists from each of the novel’s three parallel narratives 

unite within a visionary space that lies beyond the constraints of linear 

time.125 To elaborate, the final chapter of the novel is episodic, interspersed 

                                                   
123 The connections that exist between the questions of selfhood the doppelgänger 
characters and their monstrous counterparts face in Hawksmoor and The House of Doctor 
Dee will be addressed alongside Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem and The Casebook of 
Victor Frankenstein, in chapter four of Part Two: Textual Haunting and the Ghosts of the 
Gothic. 

124 See Charnick, “Peter Ackroyd’s Ghostly Heroines”.  

125 While Chatterton will be referenced further in this study, performing an in-depth 
analysis of the novel lies beyond its reach. Chatterton remains one of Ackroyd’s most 
popular works and it is still widely discussed in critical literature; therefore, I offer the 
following examples as representative of the diverse scholarship available on the novel. For 
analyses of Chatterton in the monographs available on Ackroyd see: Gibson and Wolfreys, 
pp. 123-134; Lewis, pp. 45-52; Murray, pp. 25-41; Onega, Peter Ackroyd, pp. 34-40, and 
Metafiction and Myth, pp. 58-73; Sağlam, pp. 63-88. Chatterton is the focus of the first 
chapter of Brian Finney’s English Fiction Since 1984: Narrating a Nation (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), pp. 21-33; chapter one of Ganteau’s The Ethics and Aesthetics 
of Vulnerability in Contemporary British Fiction, pp. 48-62; is featured throughout 
chapters five, six and seven of Hilary P. Dannenberg’s Coincidence and Counterfactuality: 
Plotting Time and Space in Narrative Fiction (Lincoln and London: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2008), pp. 109-224; and is referenced in sections of parts six and seven of 
Wesseling’s Writing History as a Prophet: Postmodernist Innovations of the Historical 
Novel, pp. 117-190. For journal articles which discuss Chatterton see: Stefanie Albers, “‘But 
who is to say what is fake and what is real?’ Spectral and Textual Haunting in Peter 
Ackroyd’s Chatterton”, Forum: The University of Edinburgh Postgraduate Journal of 
Culture and the Arts 7:2 (2008),  <www.forumjournal.org/article/view/607> [last 
accessed 20 July 2017]; Greg Clingham, “Chatterton, Ackroyd and the Fiction of 
Eighteenth-Century Historiography”, Bucknell Review: A Scholarly Journal of Letters, 
Arts and Sciences 42 (1998), 35-58; Violeta Delgado-Crespo, “Authentic Faking: 
Metafictional Images of (Artistic) Creation in Peter Ackroyd's Chatterton and Jon 

http://www.forumjournal.org/article/view/607
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with scenes from the contemporary time-stream separated by asterisks and 

framed by the graphic depiction of the young poet Chatterton’s demise in 

the throes of a painful death, which Ackroyd does not portray as a suicide 

but rather as a drunken accidental overdose of arsenic and laudanum in an 

effort to cure a sexually transmitted infection. At the moment of his death, 

Chatterton envisions himself flying to St. Mary Radcliffe, where his literary 

career began with the fictitious discovery of verse by the fabricated fifteenth-

century monk Thomas Rowley: “they stare at each other across the vast 

distance, and in the eternity of that look the light between them burns and 

decays” (Chatterton, p. 233). Chatterton then begins to fall, experiencing 

the haunting return of two earlier scenes from each of the other narrative 

time-streams. The first is of George Meredith’s dream, which he recounts 

while posing as the dying poet for Henry Wallis’ painting in chapter nine, 

where he is “passing him [Chatterton] on some old stairs […] showing him 

a puppet” to which Wallis astutely responds: “Stairs are an emblem of time” 

(Chatterton, p. 139), specific imagery that recurs again in the ending of The 

House of Doctor Dee (pp. 263-264). The second is of the vision that the 

contemporary amateur poet Charles Wychwood has of Chatterton during a 

fit of illness while lying at the edge of the fountain in Fountain Court at the 

end of chapter three (Chatterton, pp. 46-47). In the novel’s conclusion, 

these two encounters are repeated endlessly as Chatterton “with his arms 

outstretched” awaits those who have affected him in life, such as the “idiot 

boy, hydrocephalic; the posture master; the Tothill whore; the pot-boy of 

Show Lane; the druggist bearing gifts”, as well as these two figures from the 

future whom his own life has so irrevocably influenced (Chatterton, p. 233). 

In this moment, Chatterton realises that because of them “I will not wholly 

die, then” (Chatterton, p. 234). Not long after Charles’ death, his son 

Edward experiences the same realisation while staring at Wallis’ painting in 

the National Gallery, for he sees his father lives on within the image of 

Chatterton and “would never wholly die” (Chatterton, p. 230). As Charles’ 

                                                   
Banville's Ghosts”, Symbolism: An International Journal of Critical Aesthetics 3 (2003), 
305-332; Brian Finney, “Peter Ackroyd, Postmodernist Play and Chatterton”, Twentieth 
Century Literature 38.2 (1992), 240-261; John Williams, “Peter Ackroyd's Chatterton, 
Thomas Chatterton, and Postmodern Romantic Identities and Attitudes: ‘This Is 
Essentially a Romantic Attitude’”, Romanticism 15 (2009), 33-40. 
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best friend Phillip confirms, it is because the “imagination never dies” 

(Chatterton, p. 232). The novel concludes with Chatterton standing for 

eternity alongside the silent figures of Meredith and Charles, explaining 

together they are to “live forever” in this (textual) realm of imagination as 

they “link hands, and bow towards the sun” (Chatterton, p. 234).  

I propose that such narrative acts of spatio-temporal haunting in the 

conclusions of Hawksmoor, Chatterton, and The House of Doctor Dee, 

culminate with scenes which function as a kind of textual séance wherein 

there is, in Barry Lewis’ words, “a communion of the living and the dead 

through the faculty of the imagination”.126 However, in the final pages of The 

House of Doctor Dee, this transcendental visionary ending evolves even 

further, for the voice of Ackroyd as author-narrator explicitly enters into the 

text to self-consciously question its very existence (which is worth quoting 

at length):  

I do not understand how much of this history is known, and how 

much is my own invention. And what is the past, after all? Is it that 

which is created in the formal act of writing, or does it have some 

substantial reality? Am I discovering it, or inventing it? Or could it be 

that I am discovering it within myself, so that it bears both the 

authenticity of surviving evidence and the immediacy of present 

intuition? The House of Doctor Dee itself leads me to that conclusion: 

no doubt you expected it to be written by the author whose name 

appears on the cover and the title-page, but in fact many of the words 

and phrases are taken from John Dee himself. Just as he took a 

number of mechanical parts and out of them constructed a beetle that 

could fly, so I have taken a number of obscure texts and have 

fashioned a novel from their rearrangement. But is Doctor Dee now 

no more than a projection of my own attitudes and obsessions, or is 

he an historical figure whom I have tried genuinely to recreate? (The 

House of Doctor Dee, pp. 274-75). 

                                                   
126 Lewis, p. 78. 
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Ackroyd then implores his character of Doctor Dee to come out and speak 

with him, to walk with him through this city of the imagination he has 

created, but Doctor Dee is unhappy with Ackroyd for depicting him in a 

“worm-eaten fashion to suit the worms within your wits”, and boldly 

declares “I am not your homunculus”, before accusing Ackroyd of being 

afraid to write about his own time as he is afraid of his own self (The House 

of Doctor Dee, p. 275).127 As Winnberg proposes, by “questioning the 

historiographic status of his own fiction, Ackroyd implicitly questions the 

status of his final vision as well”.128 Therefore, the conclusion of The House 

of Doctor Dee stands slightly apart from its predecessors, for it actively 

highlights this haunting communion between past and present by overtly 

including the voice of the ‘medium’ who conducts its textual séance, Peter 

Ackroyd (as author-narrator), alongside those of his creations. The 

metafictive self-reflexivity of such an occurrence thus becomes a kind of 

spectral consciousness which haunts the narrative and its characters by 

questioning the very faculties of the imagination within which they were 

formed.129  

In her seminal study of Ackroyd’s historiographic metafictions, 

Onega proposes that Ackroyd’s aim in these works is to “recuperate the 

(unreal and fragmentary) texts of the past and to confer on them mythical 

unity as a way of conferring meaning on the present and of achieving self-

identity”.130 Building on Onega’s argument, I would suggest that Ackroyd’s 

textual presence in the conclusion of The House of Doctor Dee is an example 

of the “visionary merging of the historical past and his own present on the 

                                                   
127 Ackroyd explains his reluctance to write about his own time in strikingly similar terms 
in an interview from 2007: “I can paint other cultures, other civilizations, but I can’t paint 
my own world. […] I just find myself quite unable to write a novel set in 2006 […] but the 
truth is that I can only begin writing properly when there is a distance of some 40-50-60 
[sic] years between me and the period. […] I suppose it would mean to identify myself with 
myself if I wrote in the present tense, and that’s something I don’t want to do. It’s probably 
some psychological injury I have that I refuse to look into myself, so, since I avoid looking 
into myself, then I won’t look into the period which I live in”, Vianu, “Interviewing Peter 
Ackroyd Part 2”, pp. 57-58. 

128 Winnberg, p. 230. 

129 Lewis similarly claims (albeit through a different analogy), that in this scene, by 
explicitly addressing “the relation between author and subject, the puppet-master steps out 
from behind the booth to reveal how his illusions are created by strings, smoke, and 
mirrors”, p. 79.  

130 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 10. 
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plane of fiction” which Winnberg argues betrays an authorial “attempt at 

healing the historical rift and redeeming the world by transcending time”.131 

I propose that what is attempted in the conclusion is also a deeply personal 

representation of the overarching chronotope of his own oeuvre. It is 

Ackroyd’s affirmation of his belief in London’s ‘spirit of place’ as a pattern 

of uncanny transhistorical continuity. The ending of the novel with Peter 

Ackroyd and Doctor Dee’s interactive journey “wandering through the 

eternal city of your own time and mine” alongside these “forgotten 

inhabitants of London […] still living within the city” (The House of Doctor 

Dee, pp. 275-276), is achieved through the poetic transcendence of time and 

space by the creative capacity of the author’s imagination:  

the light of the imagination filled every corner and every quarter, 

every street and every house, of this place from which I had come and 

to which I had returned. The imagination is the spiritual body, and 

exists eternally. […] Then will London be redeemed, now and for 

ever, and all those with whom we dwell – living or dead – will become 

the mystical city universal (The House of Doctor Dee¸ p. 276-277).   

This reading of the ending is reinforced by the scene immediately preceding 

Ackroyd’s textual intrusion, when Matthew’s discussion of his vision of “a 

bridge of light” over the Thames is repeated, bringing together the first and 

last chapters, and thus the past and present of Matthew’s narrative within 

Dee’s final visionary experience (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 17-18, pp. 

273-274).132 As was discussed earlier in this chapter, the ghostly imagery of 

a shimmering bridge or building of light recurs throughout Ackroyd’s 

writing as way of representing the impact of the haunting continuities he 

finds within the city’s history on its present. These textual spectral 

repetitions further facilitate the concluding visionary act of the novel, 

Ackroyd’s own metatextual entrance into the narrative, wherein time’s “veil 

had been torn aside” to reveal that London’s past and present co-exist within 

                                                   
131 Winnberg, p. 229. 

132 For as Dee tries to explain to the figures of Matthew and Daniel: “That bridge of which 
you speak was once no more than a stone causeway in the third century […] In my time it 
was the haunt of needle-makers, […] In that same place so many new bridges have been 
erected I cannot tell you all…”, The House of Doctor Dee, p. 274. 
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the ‘eternal city’ of the (author’s) imagination, through which the ‘fictional’ 

and the ‘real’ can be united to “create another bridge across two shores” (The 

House of Doctor Dee, pp. 276-277).  

It is also worth considering the other example from Ackroyd’s fiction 

in which the narration of the final chapter is conducted in the author’s own 

voice. In Ackroyd’s eleventh novel, The Clerkenwell Tales (a reimagining of 

Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales), the conclusion is in fact “The Author’s 

Tale”, in which Ackroyd as author-narrator offers metatextual commentary 

through a collection of endnotes which provide the reader with a 

contemporary perspective on the city of London from 1399 to the present, 

as it is portrayed within the narrative.133 To exemplify, note six suggests that 

an “area of Camomile Street is, to this day, reputed to be haunted”, while 

note fourteen explains “Haukyn’s Field is now a grass mound, to be seen a 

few yards south of Whitechapel High Street. It is not much visited by night” 

(The Clerkenwell Tales, pp. 208, p. 211). In note twenty-one, Ackroyd claims 

the work derives from the discovery of a lost medieval manuscript, “within 

a bundle of ecclesiastical documents in the library of Louvain Cathedral” 

(The Clerkenwell Tales, pp. 212-213). However, it is a claim that promptly 

arouses suspicion, as Catherine Spooner writes in Contemporary Gothic, 

after its genre-defining usage in Horace Walpole’s novel The Castle of 

Otranto (1764), “the ‘found manuscript’ became a standard Gothic 

convention”.134 Some notes are consequently revealed to be cleverly 

fictitious constructions specific to the novel’s fabricated plot: the political 

uprising of the clandestine sect Dominus who wish to overthrow King 

Richard II, and the fanatical religious terrorists, ‘The Predestined Ones’, 

whom they secretly control, all covertly led by the ‘mad nun of Clerkenwell’, 

Sister Clarice (see notes thirteen and twenty, The Clerkenwell Tales, pp. 

                                                   
133 Peter Ackroyd, The Clerkenwell Tales (2003. London: Vintage, 2004). Subsequent 
references are to this edition and shall appear parenthetically within the body of the text. 

134 Spooner elaborates that the convention is “the discovery of a lost or hidden document 
that reveals dreadful secrets concerning the fate of its author, before crumbling away just 
before the crucial point is made. This manuscript is often in poor condition, fragmented, 
missing important information. The narrator may be unreliable or inarticulate. It is often 
framed by supporting narratives that elaborate on or question the story told inside”, p. 38. 
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210-212).135 Yet others do indeed appear to be historically accurate, such as 

note seventeen which describes the plane tree at the corner of Wood Street 

and Cheapside that “still grows out of the soil and rubble of the city” (The 

Clerkenwell Tales, p. 211), the very same tree that Ackroyd discusses in 

chapter seventy of London: The Biography, “The Tree on the Corner” (pp. 

666-672). The notes thus draw attention to the novel’s status as 

historiographic metafiction by “using the paratextual conventions of 

historiography (especially footnotes) to both inscribe and undermine the 

authority and objectivity of historical sources and explanations”.136 

Comparable to Ackroyd’s presence in the ending of The House of Doctor 

Dee, the author’s intrusion into The Clerkenwell Tales in its concluding 

chapter is, therefore, another self-reflexive act of spatio-temporal haunting; 

one that highlights the narrative’s historical reconstruction of a version of 

Clerkenwell’s past that supposedly remains relevant to the present through 

a pattern of historical continuity which Ackroyd has himself fashioned as 

part of its ‘spirit of place’, reinforced by the inclusion of such seemingly 

‘genuine’ notations signed by the author.137  

Therefore, through the spatio-temporal complexity of the conclusion 

of The House of Doctor Dee, as well as Hawksmoor, Chatterton, and more 

recently The Clerkenwell Tales, Ackroyd subtly reminds the reader to 

question his narratives’ suggestions of historical validity, and thus begin to 

tease apart the textual artifices of the discourses of ‘History’ and ‘Fiction’ 

therein, by instead posing an alternative way of accessing London’s past.138 

                                                   
135 It is of note that the novel’s plot is inspired by the real political uprising of 1399 and the 
dethroning of King Richard II by Henry Bolingbroke (crowned King Henry IV); however, 
in The Clerkenwell Tales, Ackroyd is clearly writing his own alternative counter-narrative 
for what motivated these historical events.  

136 Linda Hutcheon, “‘The Pastime of Past Time’: Fiction, History, Historiographic 
Metafiction”, Genre: Forms of Discourse and Culture 20.3-4 (1987), pp. 285-305 (p. 302). 

137 Performing an in-depth analysis of The Clerkenwell Tales is beyond the scope of this 
study. For further discussion of the novel, see the following examples: Joanna Bukowska, 
“Between Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and Peter Ackroyd’s Clerkenwell Tales: A 
Dialogue of the Contemporary Novel and Medieval Literary Conventions”, in Crossroads 
in Literature and Culture, ed. by Jacek Fabiszak, Ewa Urbaniak-Rybicka and Bartosz 
Wolski (Berlin: Springer, 2013), pp. 293-305; Komsta, pp. 99-113; Lewis, pp. 128-135. 

138 As Ackroyd’s acknowledgements section at the conclusion of Hawksmoor serves to 
reiterate: “Any relation to real people, either living or dead, is entirely co-incidental. I have 
employed many sources in the preparation of Hawksmoor, but this version of history is 
my own invention”, p. 272, my emphasis. 
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This alternative is the textual séance, the act of allowing oneself to be 

haunted by the ‘spirit of place’ resurrected in the language of the city-text, 

contained within its textual and architectural remains, and summoned 

through the faculty of the imagination. To recall the discussion at the 

chapter’s beginning concerning Ackroyd’s lecture “All the Time in the World 

(Writers and the Nature of Time)”, the relationship between past and 

present, between space and time, is preserved within language, which 

functions in his work “like some model or simulacrum of time”:  

Nobody knows where it came from, but everybody is afloat within it. 

It seems to occur spontaneously and naturally, where of course it can 

only be highly artificial. It is an impersonal force which creates the 

individual; it forms our perceptions and our expressions without 

anyone having a real grasp of its strength or complexity (p. 365). 

It is the creative potential of this understanding of language, via the 

chronotope for example, that becomes the way in which one may be 

transported through time, across space, and into history in Ackroyd’s 

writing. The chronotope is, therefore, the medium through which the 

writer’s vision, and their commentary on the contexts in which they write, 

come together in language to form a time-space configuration that 

corresponds to, and thus communicates, the writer’s own world-view. For 

as Bakhtin asserts, language as a “treasure-house of images, is 

fundamentally chronotopic” because within every word there is contained 

the history of all the times and spaces of its usage alongside the potential of 

those of its future, which can be conjured up in a moment by the powers of 

the human imagination.139 As Ackroyd has Matthew Palmer so plainly 

explain to the reader of The House of Doctor Dee, “the past is restored 

around us all the time, in the bodies we inhabit or the words we speak” (The 

House of Doctor Dee, p. 39). As I hope to have shown, the past is thus 

repeatedly ‘resurrected’ in Ackroyd’s London works, to quote Barry Lewis, 

through the “necromancy of words and language”.140 It is precisely through 

the ‘necromancy’ of the textual séance that the past is able to return, ghost-

                                                   
139 Bakhtin, p. 251. 

140 Lewis, p. 80.  
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like, to haunt the present as the narrative of the city’s ‘spirit of place’ – the 

overarching chronotope of Ackroyd’s oeuvre, an argument which I shall 

continue to develop in the following chapters, in Part Two: Textual 

Hauntings and the Ghosts of the Gothic.  
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Photograph 6: St. Mary Woolnoth, London (Author, 
7 March 2016). 

 

Photograph 5: St. George's Bloomsbury, London 
(Author, 7 March 2016). 
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Photograph 7: The British Museum, London (Author, 7 March 2016). 
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PART TWO: TEXTUAL HAUNTINGS & THE GHOSTS OF THE GOTHIC 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

“HERE WE ARE AGAIN!”1 – TEXTUAL HAUNTINGS IN  

DAN LENO AND THE LIMEHOUSE GOLEM AND  

THE CASEBOOK OF VICTOR FRANKENSTEIN 

 

“Texts are neither dead nor alive, yet they hover at the very limits 

between living and dying. The text thus partakes in its own haunting, it is 

traced by its own phantoms, and it is this condition which reading must 

confront.” 

Julian Wolfreys2 

 

In the preface to Dickens, Ackroyd’s monumental biography of 

Charles Dickens published in 1990, he writes of his belief that: 

the real and the unreal, the material and the spiritual, the specific 

and the imagined, the mundane and the transcendental, exist in 

uneasy relation and are to be contained only within the power of the 

created word.3  

It is a sentiment which I believe encapsulates the account of the textual 

séance presented in this study, and it is one that Ackroyd puts directly into 

practice in the writing of his ambitious biography through the inclusion of 

seven metafictional interludes between the subject and his biographer, and 

each of their created wor(l)ds.4 Moreover, these metafictional interludes 

                                                   
1 Iterations of this phrase reappear throughout Ackroyd’s novel Dan Leno and the 
Limehouse Golem on p. 2, p. 191, p. 279, p. 282. 

2 Julian Wolfreys, “Preface: On Textual Haunting”, in Victorian Hauntings: Spectrality, 
Gothic, the Uncanny and Literature (Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave, 2002), ix-xiv 
(xii). 

3 Peter Ackroyd, Dickens (New York: HarperCollins, 1990), xiv-xv. 

4 Ackroyd, Dickens, pp. 100-105; pp. 306-308; pp. 427-432; pp. 614-617; pp. 753-755; pp. 
892-896; pp. 1059-1060. Further discussion of Ackroyd’s biography of Charles Dickens can 
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foreshadow the structure of Ackroyd’s subsequent publication, his sixth 

novel, English Music, in which Timothy Harcombe recounts his upbringing 

between the wars in the style of a Dickensian Bildungsroman in the odd-

numbered chapters, while the even-numbered chapters are a series of 

textual pastiches that narrate young Timothy’s visionary experiences as he 

is transported inside canonical English works, interacting with the 

characters and their worlds, alongside the writers, artists, and composers 

that created them.5 The conclusion to Part One of this study explored how 

the textual séance functions as a chronotope within the transcendental 

scenes that end some of Ackroyd’s historiographic metafictions. However, 

in this chapter, I want to further analyse the trope of the textual séance as a 

means through which we may come to better understand Ackroyd’s fictional 

aesthetic, for in what follows I will argue that his literary practice is one of 

textual haunting, wherein the performance of the (meta)textual séance 

becomes a way of writing such novels.  

Ackroyd’s writing can be broadly classified as ‘neo-historical’ because 

of his insistent return to the texts of the past, but it is worth noting that 

many of his works are concerned with or clearly influenced by the 

nineteenth century, and the Victorians in particular, and are often 

referenced in scholarship specifically on this subset of historical fiction, the 

‘neo-Victorian’. Take, for instance, Dana Shiller’s 1997 article, “The 

Redemptive Past in the Neo-Victorian Novel”, which employs Ackroyd’s 

Chatterton alongside A. S. Byatt’s Possession (which is also set in the 

nineteenth century in parts), to exemplify one of the earliest definitions of 

the neo-Victorian as those “texts that revise specific Victorian precursors, 

                                                   
be found in Gibson and Wolfreys, pp. 24-30; Lewis, pp. 60-66; Murray, pp. 80-89; and 
Onega, Metafiction and Myth, pp. 93-99. 

5 In English Music, these pastiches are used to celebrate the idea of English artistic tradition 
(referred to as ‘English music’) as the inheritance of an English creative ‘spirit’ that one can 
‘divine’ through the commemorative embrace of English cultural heritage. For additional 
criticism concerning English Music, a novel peripheral to the specific focus of this study on 
Ackroyd’s Gothic works see: Bényei, pp. 60-63; Catherine Bernard, “Forgery, 
Dis/Possession, Ventriloquism in the Works of A. S. Byatt and Peter Ackroyd”, Miscelánea: 
A Journal of English and American Studies 28 (2003), pp. 11-24; Gibson and Wolfreys, 
pp. 134-147; Komsta, pp. 81-99; Lewis, pp. 66-73; Onega, Peter Ackroyd, pp. 40-42, and 
Metafiction and Myth, pp. 99-112; Jeffrey Roessner, “God Save the Canon: Tradition and 
the British Subject in Peter Ackroyd's English Music”, Post Identity, 1.2 (1998), pp. 104-
124; Ryan S. Trimm, “Rhythm Nation: Pastiche and Spectral Heritage in English Music”, 
Critique: Studies in Contemporary Fiction 52.3 (2011), pp. 249-271.  
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texts that imagine new adventures for familiar Victorian characters, and 

‘new’ Victorian fictions that imitate nineteenth-century literary 

conventions”.6 In addition to the novels that are the focus of this chapter, 

Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem and The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, which are specifically set in London during the nineteenth 

century, other works by Ackroyd such as The Great Fire of London, The Last 

Testament of Oscar Wilde, and English Music, have similarly attracted the 

attention of neo-Victorian scholars for the ways in which they attempt to 

channel the famous voices of the age in the ways Shiller describes.  

In The Great Fire of London, for example, the whole narrative takes 

place in 1980s London but the city Ackroyd portrays is heavily reminiscent 

of Dickens’ own as the lives of the characters are haunted by the world of 

Dickens’ Little Dorrit (the text and plot of which are self-referentially 

incorporated into Ackroyd’s narrative), none more so than Audrey Skelton 

who actually believes she has been ‘possessed’ by the ‘spirit’ of Dickens’ 

character, Amy Dorrit.7 However, Ackroyd takes the neo-Victorian 

metaphor of providing the Victorians with a ‘new voice’ even further the 

following year in his second novel, The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde, by 

creating a conscious pastiche of the ‘voice’ of Oscar Wilde through the first-

person reflections and confessions of his (fictional) deathbed diary, thus 

                                                   
6 Dana Shiller, “The Redemptive Past in the Neo-Victorian Novel”, Studies in the Novel 29.4 
(1997), pp. 538-561 (p. 558). Shiller argues that in Chatterton, Ackroyd has created “a 
postmodern novel that plays on (and with) our certainties about history while 
simultaneously delighting in what can be retrieved of the past” which is the quintessence 
of a neo-Victorian text as Shiller proceeds to define it, p. 540. 

7 Ackroyd’s debut novel, The Great Fire of London, published in 1982, is an interesting text 
for its narrative form and style contain the suggestive beginnings of the author’s now well-
developed approach to writing the city and its history; however, the novel lies outside the 
scope of this study. For analysis of the novel in the monographs available on Ackroyd, see 
Gibson and Wolfreys, pp. 77-84; Komsta, pp. 27-44; Lewis, pp. 17-25; Onega, Peter 
Ackroyd, pp. 27-31, and Metafiction and Myth, pp. 19-32. For further discussion of the 
influence of Dickens and the Victorians on The Great Fire of London, please see: Georges 
Letissier, “Dickens and Post-Victorian Fiction”, in Refracting the Canon in Contemporary 
British Literature and Film, ed. by Susana Onega and Christian Gutleben (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2004), pp. 111-128; Clotilde de Stasio, “The Great Fire of London: Word and Image 
in Dickens and Ackroyd”, in Dickens: The Craft of Fiction and the Challenges of Reading, 
ed. by Rossana Bonadei, Clotilde de Stasio, Carlo Pagetti and Alessandro Vescovi (Milan: 
Unicopli, 2000), pp. 326-334; and Lauren Watson, “‘Appearance and Disappearance’: 
Obtuse Meaning and Visualisation in Dickens' Little Dorrit, Peter Ackroyd's The Great Fire 
of London and Roland Barthes' Image, Music, Text”, in Contingencies and Masterly 
Fictions: Countertextuality in Dickens, Contemporary Fiction and Theory (Newcastle 
upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2010), pp. 63-99. 
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raising the postmodernist concern with the (in)authenticity of our attempts 

to recapture the past in a playfully self-reflexive way.8 As Barry Lewis writes, 

“[t]elepathy, inspiration, mediums – the language of possession comes 

readily to mind when considering the indefinable process of influence” in 

Ackroyd’s works.9 For Ackroyd has made frequent recourse to such acts of 

‘possession’ in which, I maintain, textual impersonation is a mimetic 

performance that serves to communicate the relationship he finds between 

the past and present in the city and its literature. While further analysis of 

the aforementioned texts lies beyond the scope of this study, what I hope to 

have begun to suggest is that in Ackroyd’s writing these acts of ‘possession’ 

are inherently underscored by a concept of textual haunting. 

This concept of textual haunting, and its relationship to the neo-

Victorian, has been persuasively explored by Julian Wolfreys in Victorian 

Hauntings: Spectrality, Gothic, The Uncanny and Literature.10 In the 

book’s preface, titled “On Textual Haunting”, Wolfreys argues that: 

It is not that the text is haunted by its author, or simply by the 

historical moment of its production. Rather it is the text itself which 

haunts and which is haunted by the traces which come together in 

this structure we call textual, which is phantomatic or phantasmatic 

                                                   
8 Performing a detailed analysis of The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde is also beyond the 
limits of this study. For discussion of the novel in the monographs available on Ackroyd, 
see Gibson and Wolfreys, pp. 85-92; Komsta, pp. 44-59; Lewis, pp. 25-31; Onega, Peter 
Ackroyd, pp. 31-34, and Metafiction and Myth, pp. 32-40. For further analysis of how the 
tenets of postmodernism and neo-Victorianism are at play in the novel, and their 
relationship to the ‘resurrection’ of the ‘voice’ of Oscar Wilde, please see: Helen Davies, 
“Original Copy: Neo-Victorian Versions of Oscar Wilde's 'Voice'”, Neo-Victorian Studies 
4.1 (2011), pp. 1-21; Martin Middeke, “Oscar, the Proto-Postmodern? Peter Ackroyd's The 
Last Testament of Oscar Wilde”, in The Importance of Reinventing Oscar: Versions of 
Wilde during the Last 100 Years, ed. by Uwe Böker, Richard Corballis and Julie Hibbard 
(Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 2002), pp. 207-217; Joe Moran, “‘Simple Words’: 
Peter Ackroyd's Autobiography of Oscar Wilde”, Biography: An Interdisciplinary 
Quarterly 22.3 (Summer 1999), pp. 356-369; Laura E. Savu, “Testamentary Fictions: 
Revisiting Peter Ackroyd's The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde and Chatterton”, in 
Postmortem Postmodernists: The Afterlife of the Author in Recent Narrative (Madison 
and Teaneck: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2009), pp. 105-145; Cornelia Stott, 
“William Boyd’s Any Human Heart and Peter Ackroyd’s The Last Testament of Oscar 
Wilde –  the (Fictional) Diary as a Form of (Auto)Biographical Writing”, in 'The Sound of 
Truth': Constructed and Reconstructed Lives in English Novels since Julian Barnes's 
Flaubert's Parrot (Marburg: Tectum, 2011), pp. 139-171. 

9 Lewis, p. 168. 

10 Julian Wolfreys, Victorian Hauntings: Spectrality, Gothic, the Uncanny and Literature 
(Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave, 2002). 
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in nature, while, paradoxically, having an undeniably real or material 

effect, if not presence.11 

These ghostly traces are akin to the ‘textual remains’ I discussed in chapter 

one of this study, for they are what both form and inform a haunted 

understanding of textuality as a kind of Frankenstein-ian monstrous 

structure created from what has come before or what has been left behind 

in the pieces of another. Hence, as Wolfreys concludes in the book’s 

introduction, by tracing these moments of textual haunting, what is revealed 

is that “all stories are, more or less, ghost stories […] all forms of narrative 

are, in one way or another, haunted”.12 Wolfreys has recently developed his 

conceptualisation of textual haunting further with reference to Ackroyd’s 

own approach to ‘neo-Victorianism’ and proposes that the principles of 

textual haunting are what govern Ackroyd’s writing, because the author 

“ventriloquises or otherwise acts as our spirit medium to the haunting 

alterity of the nineteenth-century” through such means.13 In this chapter, I 

will pursue the possible implications of such a reading, for I argue it is this 

approach that creates the (meta)textual séances at work in Ackroyd’s Gothic 

novels, specifically within Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem and The 

Casebook of Victor Frankenstein. Therefore, in light of Wolfreys’ 

understanding of textual haunting, it is necessary to concisely address the 

significance that discourses of haunting and spectrality have for reading the 

neo-Victorian, before proceeding to examine the textual hauntings that, like 

Wolfreys, I believe are particularly at play in Ackroyd’s writing set in the 

nineteenth century.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
11 Wolfreys, “Preface: On Textual Haunting”, xiii. 

12 Wolfreys, Victorian Hauntings, p. 3. 

13 Wolfreys, “Notes Towards a Poethics of Spectrality”, p. 165. 
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HAUNTING VICTORIANS,  

HAUNTED NEO-VICTORIANS 

 

Whether or not the preferred prefix of use is neo-, retro-, post-, or 

para-, a definition for the contemporary cultural return of the Victorian has 

been widely sought in academic circles since Shiller’s initial attempt in the 

mid-1990s.14 Shiller’s article pioneered the use of what is now the most 

popularly employed prefix, but Ann Heilmann and Mark Llewellyn’s 

definitive study, Neo-Victorianism: The Victorians in the Twenty-First 

Century, 1999-2009, offers a detailed examination of the term ‘neo-

Victorian’ itself.15 Their definition is one which I will adopt in my study for 

they embrace Linda Hutcheon’s aforementioned theories of historiographic 

metafiction and adaptation, and argue that: 

                                                   
14 The terminology used to describe this contemporary return to the Victorians varies widely 
amongst academics and continues to be a source of critical concern. In the year following 
Shiller’s publication, Sally Shuttleworth argued instead for the use of the term ‘retro-
Victorian’ in, “Natural History: The Retro-Victorian Novel”, in The Third Culture: 
Literature and Science, ed. by Elinor Shaffer (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 
1998), pp. 253–268. Shuttleworth has also recently reconsidered the current relevance of 
her approach in the chapter, “From Retro-to Neo-Victorianism and Beyond: Fearful 
Symmetries”, in Neo-Victorian Literature and Culture: Immersions and Revisitations, ed 
by Nadine Boehm-Schnitker and Susanne Gruss (New York: Routledge, 2014), pp. 179-192. 
The term ‘post-Victorian’ is favoured in John Kucich and Dianne F. Sadoff, eds., Victorian 
Afterlife: Postmodern Culture Rewrites the Nineteenth Century (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2000). It is also preferred by Andrea Kirchknopf in Rewriting the 
Victorians: Modes of Literary Engagement with the 19th Century (Jefferson, NC: 
McFarland, 2013). All three scholars consider the relevance of the contemporary 
reappropriation of the Victorians to lie in the perspective offered by postmodernity, and 
the movements of postmodernism and late-postmodernism. Wolfreys has recently 
proposed that ‘para-Victorian’ may be a more suitable term to describe many neo-Victorian 
urban novels because he finds there is a phenomenological attempt to parallel the 
Victorians own approach to writing the city at work within them, see Wolfreys, “‘Part 
Barrier, Part Entrance to a Parallel Dimension’: London and the Modernity of Urban 
Perception”, in Neo-Victorian Cities: Reassessing Urban Politics and Poetics, ed. by 
Marie-Luise Kohlke and Christian Gutleben (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2015), pp. 127-47. 
Alternatively, Cora Kaplan in Victoriana: Histories, Fictions, Criticism (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2007), argues for the use of the collective noun ‘Victoriana’, 
suggesting that it might more “usefully embrace the whole phenomenon, the astonishing 
range of representations and reproductions for which the Victorian – whether as the origin 
of late modernity, its antithesis, or both at once, is the common referent”, p. 3. I will be 
employing the prefix neo- since it is most widely accepted as the dominant referent in 
academic discussion, but also because its etymology implicitly signals that such attempts 
to re-create the period come from a modern context and contemporary perspective; hence, 
they offer an inherently uncanny (re)doubled version of the past which I believe bears 
considerable significance. 

15 Ann Heilmann and Mark Llewellyn, Neo-Victorianism: The Victorians in the Twenty-
First Century, 1999-2009 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 
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the ‘neo-Victorian’ is more than historical fiction set in the 

nineteenth century […], texts (literary, filmic, audio/visual) must in 

some respect be self-consciously engaged with the act of 

(re)interpretation, (re)discovery and (re)vision concerning the 

Victorians.16  

The relatively recent emergence of neo-Victorianism as an area of study has 

often meant a broad interdisciplinary approach to defining the ‘neo-

Victorian’, as Marie-Luise Kohlke explains in the introduction to the 

inaugural issue of Neo-Victorian Studies (published in 2008), “as term, as 

genre, as ‘new’ discipline, as cultural happening, as socio-political critique, 

as reinvigorated historical consciousness, as memory work, as critical 

interface between the present and past”.17 As a result, there is much 

discussion of current trends in criticism by both established and emerging 

voices in the field that illuminate the prevalence of certain recurring tropes. 

For example, the particularly popular association that has been made 

between the neo-Victorian and discourses of haunting and spectrality “as 

both metaphor and analogy for our attempted dialogue with the dead and 

for the lingering traces of the past within the present”, to which we now 

turn.18  

That the discourses of haunting and spectrality are intimately bound 

up with those of the uncanny was established in the introduction to this 

study, and, as we will come to see, while the spectral metaphor in the neo-

Victorian text is often equated with (post)modernity’s wrestle with the 

‘return of the repressed’, I wish to suggest that its ghostly repetitions also 

evoke an experience of the uncanny akin to déjà vu. Rosario Arias and 

                                                   
16 Heilmann and Llewellyn, p. 4, original emphasis. 

17 Marie-Luise Kohlke, “Introduction: Speculations in and on the Neo-Victorian 
Encounter”, Neo-Victorian Studies 1:1 (Autumn 2008), pp. 1-18 (p. 1). Marie-Luise Kohlke, 
alongside Christian Gutleben, has further pursued the neo-Victorian in this manner as co-
editor of Rodopi’s seminal Neo-Victorian Series, which includes: Kohlke and Gutleben, 
eds., Neo-Victorian Tropes of Trauma: The Politics of Bearing after-Witness to 
Nineteenth-Century Suffering (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2010); Neo-Victorian Families: 
Gender, Sexual and Cultural Politics (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2011); Neo-Victorian Gothic: 
Horror, Violence and Degeneration in the Re-Imagined Nineteenth Century (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2012); Neo-Victorian Cities: Reassessing Urban Politics and Poetics (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2015). 

18 Kohlke, “Introduction: Speculations in and on the Neo-Victorian Encounter”, p. 9. 
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Patricia Pulham emphasise in their edited collection, Haunting and 

Spectrality in Neo-Victorian Fiction: Possessing the Past, that there is often 

an uneasy sensation of déjà vu that accompanies reading neo-Victorian 

fiction, for it: 

represents a ‘double’ of the Victorian text mimicking its language, 

style and plot; it plays with the conscious repetition of tropes, 

characters, and historical events; it reanimates Victorian genres […] 

and, in doing so, seemingly calls the contemporary novel’s ‘life’ into 

question; it defamiliarizes our preconceptions of Victorian society; 

and it functions as a form of revenant, a ghostly visitor from the past 

that infiltrates our present.19 

Moreover, this déjà vu-like reading experience relies on the fact that the 

neo-Victorian text is quite literally defined by the haunted and haunting 

connection that it has with its Victorian predecessors, for the prefix neo- 

serves to remind us that it is always already an uncanny double, a 

counterfeit ghost of the long-dead original. I am here invoking Jerrold E. 

Hogle’s well-known concept of the Gothic as counterfeit, that, in simple 

terms, the idea of the ‘ghost of the counterfeit’ can function as a conceptual 

metaphor for the mode’s reinventions of its past forms with each new period 

of literary revival.20 Such a relationship recalls Nicholas Royle’s concept of 

“textual phantoms”, those elements of a text that suggestively echo another 

that has come before but “do not necessarily have the solidity or objectivity 

of a quotation, an intertext or explicit, acknowledged presence and which do 

not in fact come to rest anywhere” because they are “continually moving on, 

leading us away, like Hamlet’s ghost, to some other scene or scenes which 

we, as readers, cannot anticipate”.21 In this chapter, I will argue that these 

‘textual phantoms’ and the uncanny feelings of déjà vu that they generate 

which are so inherent in the creation and consumption of the neo-Victorian 

                                                   
19 Rosario Arias and Patricia Pulham, “Introduction”, in Haunting and Spectrality in Neo-
Victorian Fiction: Possessing the Past, ed. by Rosario Arias and Patricia Pulham (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), xi-xxvi (xv). 

20 See Jerrold E. Hogle, “The Gothic Ghost of the Counterfeit and the Progress of 
Abjection”, in A New Companion to the Gothic, ed. by David Punter (Hoboken: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2012), pp. 496-509. 

21 Royle, p. 280. 
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text, can further facilitate a kind of (meta)textual séance within such 

narratives set in the nineteenth century, wherein the contemporary author 

acts as the séance’s ‘medium’ conjuring up these counterfeit ghosts. As my 

analysis of Ackroyd’s Gothic novels aims to show, it is through the author’s 

mimetic performance of such spectral ‘possession’ that the Victorians are 

summoned as the textual phantoms haunting a strangely (un)familiar 

(meta)fictional world.  

Hence, as Margaret D. Stetz has justly noted in a fairly recent review 

essay on neo-Victorian scholarship, the prevalence with which neo-

Victorian fiction involves spectres or spiritualist practices (the theatrical 

séances which gained widespread popularity during the nineteenth 

century), and current criticism’s repeated highlighting of these as master 

tropes, reveals “the ‘haunting’ presence of the Victorians in (post)modern 

life”.22 Kate Mitchell has also emphasised such ‘presences’ in neo-Victorian 

literature in her monograph, arguing that because these works function as 

“memory texts”, their ghosts expose how “we remember the nineteenth-

century past in ways that resist privileging history’s non-fictional discourse, 

on the one hand, and postmodernism’s problematisation of representation 

on the other”.23 Alternatively, Heilmann and Llewellyn make the compelling 

proposition in their study that the recurrence of the spectral metaphor in 

such works is in fact “a reflection of our inability to recapture the 

Victorians,” for the spectre’s ephemeral existence portrays a symbolic 

acknowledgement of the “impossibility of see(k)ing the ‘truth’ of the period 

through either fiction or fact”.24 However, it is Arias and Pulham’s edited 

collection that most clearly reflects how such tropes are often found to be 

equally at work in neo-Victorian criticism, as well as within the texts 

themselves, for they argue that the Victorian age “appears as a ghostly 

                                                   
22 Margaret D. Stetz, “Neo-Victorian Studies”, Victorian Literature and Culture 40.1 
(2012), pp. 339-346 (p. 343). Ackroyd parodies these spiritualist practices in English 
Music, in the theatrical ‘séances’ Clement and Timothy Harcombe perform for their 
followers, the ‘Harcombe Circle’, at the Chemical Theatre in Hackney during the 1920s, 
which Ackroyd explains in the novel’s ‘Acknowledgements’ were inspired by the real 
Victorian medium Daniel Home and his book, Incidents in My Life (1863).  

23 Kate Mitchell, History and Cultural Memory in Neo-Victorian Fiction: Victorian 
Afterimages (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), p. 4.  

24 Heilmann and Llewellyn, p. 144. 
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apparition in contemporary literature”, but by “returning as a revenant, it 

opens up multiple possibilities for re-enactment, reimagining, and 

reinterpretation” of the nineteenth century in academic discussion just as 

effectively.25 One can conclude, then, that it is precisely the uncanny quality 

of the “ghost’s liminal existence, neither present nor absent,” which has 

positioned the trope of haunting return as the most “powerful metaphor for 

the dynamic relationship maintained between Victorianism and neo-

Victorianism” in contemporary popular culture today.26 

Indeed, as I hope to have shown, one need not speculate further on 

the continued importance that the discourses of haunting and spectrality 

have for the study of the neo-Victorian, as Kohlke herself foreshadowed in 

the conclusion of her introduction to the inaugural issue of Neo-Victorian 

Studies: 

To properly ‘address’ the manifold spectres of the nineteenth 

century, with which we cohabit in the present, also means addressing 

our own complex investments in resurrecting the past, 

acknowledging how desire makes the spectres dance to our tune, 

delimiting what we choose to hear when we make the ghosts speak – 

or speak for them.27  

Precisely how these ‘spectres of the nineteenth century’ have thus returned 

to the contemporary via such narratives of haunting is of pertinence to this 

study, for in this chapter I will argue that it is the literary ghosts of a 

characteristically Urban Gothic Victorian London that are ‘resurrected’ in 

Ackroyd’s historiographic metafictional novels, Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem and The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein. I propose that 

Thomas De Quincey’s 1827 essay “On Murder Considered as One of the Fine 

Arts”, and Mary Shelley’s famous Gothic novel, Frankenstein, or, The 

Modern Prometheus, are reworked into these novels as textual revenants 

                                                   
25 Arias and Pulham, xix. 

26 Arias and Pulham, xxv. 

27 Kohlke, “Introduction: Speculations in and on the Neo-Victorian Encounter”, p. 14. 
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that come to haunt Ackroyd’s contemporary fiction in uncannily doubled 

and self-reflexive ways.28 

 

DAN LENO AND THE LIMEHOUSE GOLEM, OR,  

THE TRIAL OF ELIZABETH CREE:  

A NOVEL OF THE LIMEHOUSE MURDERS 

 

Ackroyd’s eighth novel, Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, 

published in 1994, is an intricately assembled palimpsest of plots and 

perspectives, framed as a collection of ‘authentic’ historical materials 

compiled and narrated by an unnamed contemporary historian, which 

recounts two fictitious Victorian murder cases that occurred within the 

Limehouse area of London in the autumn of 1880. The first case is an 

account of the trial of Elizabeth Cree, and her early life as ‘Lambeth Marsh 

Lizzie’ the Victorian music hall performer, who is found guilty for the 

murder of her wealthy husband John Cree, and whose execution begins the 

novel. The second case concerns the gruesome ‘unsolved’ murders 

supposedly committed by a serial killer nicknamed by the press the 

‘Limehouse Golem’. The killing spree consisted of the strangely ritualistic 

dismemberment of two prostitutes, Jane Quig and Alice Stanton, on the 

Limehouse streets, and of the elderly scholar Solomon Weil in his home in 

the Jewish quarter of Limehouse, and mysteriously culminated in the 

slaughter of the Gerrard family in a grisly recreation of the 1812 Ratcliffe 

Highway murders, in the very same house where the original massacre of 

the Marr family took place.29  

                                                   
28 Thomas De Quincey, “On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts (1827)”, in Thomas 
De Quincey On Murder, ed. by Robert Morrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 
pp. 8-34. Mary Shelley, Frankenstein, or, The Modern Prometheus (1818. London: 
Penguin, 2003). 

29 Note that Ackroyd changes the date of the actual Ratcliffe Highway massacre of the Marr 
family by John Williams from December 1811 to 1812, and that altering historical facts is 
one of his most common ways to deliberately falsify ‘official’ history when reconstructing it 
as a part of his own counter-factual narratives. 
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The way in which the novel is constructed is exemplary of Hutcheon’s 

proposition that historiographic metafiction privileges “modes of narration” 

which “problematize the entire notion of subjectivity” through “multiple 

points of view […] or an overtly controlling narrator”, for Ackroyd 

simultaneously employs both in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem to 

achieve this destabilising effect.30 The chapters alternate between the 

contemporary narrator’s omniscient perspective on the crimes and the lives 

of the people who are coincidentally connected to them, such as the titular 

music hall star Dan Leno, the young writer George Gissing, and the elderly 

philosopher Karl Marx, and a selection of excerpts from the various archival 

documents of each case. Such ‘primary sources’ in Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem include: the court transcripts taken from the “Illustrated 

Police News Law Courts and Weekly Records” of Elizabeth Cree’s trial (p. 

9), and the first-person autobiographical testimony of her life and career; 

the personal journal of ‘John Cree’ “now preserved in the Manuscript 

Department of the British Museum, with the call-mark Add. Ms. 1624/566” 

(p. 24), which exposes him as the Limehouse Golem (revealed in the novel’s 

conclusion to be forged by the real murderer, his wife); and articles from 

Victorian newspapers detailing the crimes committed by the Limehouse 

Golem (for example, the “Morning Advertiser” excerpt in chapter thirty-

seven).31  

Before we proceed, it is worth noting that Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem has also been published under an alternative title, The 

Trial of Elizabeth Cree: A Novel of the Limehouse Murders, and while both 

titles emphasise the area of London in which the novel’s murders take place, 

they differ in their positioning of the narrative’s two main characters in 

relation to these acts.32 Little information about the narrative itself is 

                                                   
30 Linda Hutcheon, “‘The Pastime of Past Time’: Fiction, History, Historiographic 
Metafiction”, p. 297. 

31 In the court transcript that forms chapter twenty-three, Elizabeth’s lawyer, Mr Lister, 
refers to “your account of your early life”, which suggests that the first-person narrative we 
have been previously reading is in fact part of the trial’s documents, Dan Leno and the 
Limehouse Golem, p. 130. 

32 The alternative title was used for the publication of the American edition of the novel; 
Peter Ackroyd, The Trial of Elizabeth Cree: A Novel of the Limehouse Murders (New York: 
Doubleday, 1995). Lewis suggests that the new title for the novel is perhaps because “Dan 
Leno is practically unheard of in America [..] and promises the familiar cut-and-thrust of a 
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actually revealed in the first title, which suggests only that the ‘real’ 

Victorian music hall performer Dan Leno (with whom readers may or may 

not be familiar) is somehow linked to a mythical creature of Jewish folklore, 

the Golem, in London’s infamous Limehouse district. However, the second 

title appears to offer much more detail than the first, because it suggestively 

evokes the popular ‘true-crime’ historical genre in that the focus is placed 

solely on the person whose trial the novel retells and the crimes committed 

(which one assumes are connected), but whether or not it is inspired by ‘real’ 

events appears purposefully ambiguous.  

An interesting parallel can be drawn, then, between the doubling of 

the title of the novel and its duplicitous characters and fraudulent plots, as 

well as with the composite way in which the narrative is retold from various 

(unreliable) perspectives and through deceptively realistic Victorian court 

transcripts, newspaper extracts, and diary entries. When considered 

together, what these titles subtly suggest is the novel’s own doubled identity 

as a complex, multi-layered narrative which affirms an understanding of the 

(neo-)Victorian city, to quote Gibson and Wolfreys, “as being composed and 

asserting its identities as a resonant configuration of textual grafts”.33 

Previous scholarship has predominantly explored how themes of 

performativity and theatricality permeate the text of Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem in this fashion.34 However, I propose that the 

                                                   
courtroom drama”, but believes that the British title “encapsulates better the thematic 
richness of the book”, pp. 80-81. Gibson and Wolfreys propose that while the change in 
titles may be “incidental” in nature, it is “tantalizingly readable”, for the British title’s 
“ambiguity appears to encourage play” and the American title’s prescriptiveness “can be 
read as wanting to limit that play”, pp. 199-200. 

33 Gibson and Wolfreys, p. 200. 

34 Onega’s Peter Ackroyd, and, Metafiction and Myth in the Novels of Peter Ackroyd, both 
address these themes in the novel on pp. 68-72 and pp. 134-147 respectively, and are 
furthered within her chapter, “Family Traumas and Serial Killing in Peter Ackroyd's Dan 
Leno and the Limehouse Golem”, in Neo-Victorian Families: Gender, Sexual and Cultural 
Politics, ed. by Marie-Luise Kohlke and Christian Gutleben, pp. 267-296. Lewis also 
discusses the novel in precisely these terms, pp. 80-87. Sağlam narrowly discusses the 
novel with reference to Ackroyd’s parody of biography and detective fiction, pp. 107-128. 
Komsta employs the novel to demonstrate the idea of the city-as-stage in her semiotic 
reading of the ‘Chemical Theatre’ chronotope in Ackroyd’s novels in her monograph, pp.60-
79. Robinson writes on Ackroyd’s emphasis on the city’s communal memory and its textual 
echoes regarding London: The Biography and the novel, pp. 150-169. Mergenthal focuses 
on the postmodern aspects of these themes, pp. 123-139. Patricia Pulham explores how they 
are at play in the creation of the East End within the novel in “Mapping Histories: The 
Golem and the Serial Killer in White Chappell, Scarlet Tracings and Dan Leno and the 
Limehouse Golem”, in Haunting and Spectrality in Neo-Victorian Fiction: Possessing the 
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metafictional way in which the novel is written can be further understood as 

an example of textual haunting, for it is the means through which Ackroyd 

emulates the ‘real’ Dan Leno’s own uncanny practice of monopolylinguism 

to create a neo-Victorian narrative that illustrates his belief in the 

persistence of London’s Gothic genius loci. 

Famously known as “the funniest man on earth” during the late 

Victorian era, the historical figure of Dan Leno (the stage name of Mr George 

Galvin) was renowned for his exceptional talents as one of London’s greatest 

“monopolylinguists”, a centuries-old tradition that Ackroyd describes in his 

“London Luminaries and Cockney Visionaries” lecture as those “comedians 

or actors who play a number of quick-change parts in the course of one 

performance” (p. 344). To break down Ackroyd’s definition according to the 

word’s oxymoronic etymology, then, the skill of the mono-poly-linguist lies 

in their ability to use one (mono) voice to speak as if they are many (poly) 

different voices (linguist). It was through Leno’s spectacular ability to 

effortlessly manipulate his whole persona into that of another, rapidly 

transforming from familiar pantomime characters into his own inimitable 

caricatures of everyday Londoners in Victorian street scenes, that Ackroyd 

explains “the great pantomime dame, comic and music hall star […] came 

to symbolize all the life and energy and variety of the city itself” (“London 

Luminaries and Cockney Visionaries”, p. 341). For this talent, Ackroyd 

considers Dan Leno to be one of his ‘Cockney visionaries’. In the lecture, he 

suggests Leno inherited this particular understanding of London’s ‘spirit of 

place’ from Samuel Foote and Charles Mathews, and proposes that this 

tradition lives on in the contemporary routines of the city’s stand-up comics, 

street performers, and impersonators in which the same sense of “pathos 

                                                   
Past, ed. by Rosario Arias and Patricia Pulham, pp. 157-179. Chalupský uses 
psychogeography as a means for understanding the cityscape in the novel as a projection 
of the individual’s mind in his article, “London of the Mind”, pp. 10-21. The novel’s 
depiction of the East End, and the influence it has on the formation of identity, is also the 
focus of Aleksejs Taube’s chapter, “London's East End in Peter Ackroyd's Dan Leno and the 
Limehouse Golem”, in Literature and the Peripheral City, ed. by Ameel Lieven, Jason 
Finch, and Markku Salmela (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), pp. 93-110. Most 
recently, Ganteau has discussed these themes in terms of their contribution to an ethics of 
vulnerability at work in the text, in his chapter, “Vulnerable Visibilities: Peter Ackroyd's 
Monstrous Victorian Metropolis”, in Neo-Victorian Cities: Reassessing Urban Politics and 
Poetics ed. by Marie-Luise Kohlke and Christian Gutleben, pp. 151-174. 
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and comedy, high tragedy and low farce, are effortlessly combined” into a 

singular voice that speaks for, and as, many others (“London Luminaries 

and Cockney Visionaries”, pp. 344-345). The fictionalised Leno is similarly 

positioned within this line of inheritance as a ‘Cockney Visionary’, 

particularly in chapter thirty-four of the novel, in which he is shown to be 

the successor of the tradition from Joseph Grimaldi. In a characteristically 

Ackroydian example of the power of coincidence and continuity in the city, 

it is specifically because of Leno’s study of Grimaldi, of the history of 

pantomime, and “the conditions, which had, in a sense, created him”, that 

he is then physically led to save the unborn life of his own ‘heir’, Charlie 

Chaplin, in the very same house where Grimaldi had once lived (Dan Leno 

and the Limehouse Golem, p. 193).35  

It would appear, then, that all of Ackroyd’s ‘Cockney Visionaries’ are 

‘monopolylinguists’ of sorts, for as we have seen in chapter one of this study, 

Ackroyd ascribes their unique understanding of London’s ‘spirit of place’ to 

an ability to channel the heterogeneous voices of the city into their own 

within their works in this theatrical manner through the ‘streaky bacon 

effect’. As I have previously shown, Ackroyd’s ‘Cockney Visionary’ approach 

to his own writing is certainly exemplary of this practice, and it is one of 

which he is himself aware, for as he states in an interview with Susana Onega 

from 1996: 

I realize now in retrospect that I tended to take lines of various 

writers and string them together. […] I presume my interest in lifting 

or adopting various styles, various traces, various languages, is part 

of my imaginative trend, and I suppose the use of historical fact as 

well as other people’s writings is just an aspect of this magpie-like 

quality.36  

Such aspects of Ackroyd’s monopolylinguistic style of writing are most 

prominently conveyed, rather fittingly I propose, through the highly 

metafictional approach he takes when constructing the polyphonic 

                                                   
35 Charlie Chaplin has also been one of the most recent additions to Ackroyd’s series of 
biographies. See Peter Ackroyd, Charlie Chaplin (London: Chatto & Windus, 2014). 

36 Onega, “An Interview with Peter Ackroyd”, p. 213. 
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narratives of Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem. In chapter twenty, Lizzie 

offers a pertinent description of Dan Leno’s talent for monopolylinguism, 

since “somehow, he was always himself. He was the Indian squaw, the 

waiter, the milkmaid, or the train driver, but it was always Dan conjuring 

people out of thin air” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 108). Dan 

Leno is thus the consummate mono-poly-linguist because he is able to use 

his voice to speak as if he were many other people and his impersonations 

always remain uniquely his own. Lizzie’s method, however, is unlike Leno’s, 

as she instead becomes a monopoly-linguist, for her mental instability from 

the trauma of her abusive past at the hands of her mother (see Dan Leno 

and the Limehouse Golem, pp. 12-13, p. 225, p. 272) causes her fragile sense 

of self to be monopolised by the monomaniacal characters she creates, so 

much so that her own voice is eventually consumed by them.37 I propose 

that like Leno, Ackroyd as the author-cum-monopolylinguist of the novel is 

similarly ‘conjuring people out of thin air’ but in his own characteristic 

‘Cockney Visionary’ way, through his creation of the alternating cacophony 

of characters’ voices who each narrate the story, and in the fusion of 

quotations within them from ‘real’ historical figures, or impersonations of 

their ‘imagined’ perspectives, alongside authentic citations and fabricated 

texts. Therefore, in what follows I shall demonstrate how such a 

metafictional approach to writing creates a narrative within Dan Leno and 

the Limehouse Golem that can be understood to function like a piece of 

monopolylinguism, a textually haunted literary performance staged within 

the theatre of Ackroyd’s neo-Victorian Gothic London. 

 

                                                   
37 “Elizabeth’s transformation into music-hall comedian involves a process of alienation 
and fictionalization that is absolutely different from Leno’s” which, as the narrative 
develops, reveals how “Elizabeth progressively alienates herself from her hated ‘real’ 
personality […] to bury her past beneath the fictional lives of one character after another”, 
Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 143. Lizzie’s creation of the ‘Limehouse Golem’ persona, 
and its monopolisation of her own, will be discussed further in the following chapter of this 
study. 
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“THE AIR ITSELF IS ONE VAST LIBRARY, ON WHOSE PAGES 

ARE FOR EVER WRITTEN ALL THAT MAN HAS EVER SAID OR 

WOMAN WHISPERED.”38 

 

Originally attributed to Charles Babbage, and cited on numerous 

occasions in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem with reference to the 

Victorian city of London, the quotation above serves as a fitting introduction 

to how this ‘monopolylinguistic’ understanding of textual haunting is at play 

within Ackroyd’s narrative.39 To elaborate, the quotation first appears in 

chapter twenty-one of the novel, when the omniscient narrator recounts the 

early life of Ackroyd’s rendering of George Gissing and the research that he 

is undertaking on Charles Babbage’s (real, albeit conceptual) Analytical 

Engine for an (invented) article that is to be published in the Pall Mall 

Review (a homage to the Victorian newspaper, the Pall Mall Gazette). 

During Gissing’s visit to the Limehouse workshop where the engine 

prototype is housed, the narrator describes Babbage’s vision for his creation 

by citing this quotation and connecting it with Charles Dickens’ 

understanding of London, for upon reading it Dickens was apparently 

“profoundly impressed by a vision which so closely resembled his own” 

(Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 117).40 Gissing then reads the 

                                                   
38 This quotation appears twice in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, on page 117 and 
then again on page 243. 

39 The original quotation is as follows: “The air itself is one vast library, on whose pages are 
for ever written all that man has ever said or woman whispered. There, in their mutable but 
unerring characters, mixed with the earliest, as well as with the latest sighs of mortality, 
stand for ever recorded, vows unredeemed, promises unfulfilled, perpetuating in the united 
movements of each particle, the testimony of man's changeful will” (p. 112), Charles 
Babbage, “Chapter IX. On the permanent Impression of our Words and Actions on the 
Globe we inhabit” in The Ninth Bridgewater Treatise 2nd Edition (London 1838), a 
digitised version of which is available from The Victorian Web, 
<www.victorianweb.org/science/science_texts/bridgewater/b9.htm> [last accessed 20 
July 2017] 

40 Again, Ackroyd’s plays with the ‘official’ version of history, since Babbage never 
completed the construction of the Analytical Engine in his lifetime, see A. S. Weber, 
“Charles Babbage”, in Nineteenth-Century Science: An Anthology, ed. by A.S. Weber 
(Edmonton: Broadview Press, 2000), pp. 84-85. What’s more, the omniscient narrator 
seemingly acknowledges this fact through the telling description of the Analytical Engine 
as appearing out of time: “This was the dream of Charles Babbage – a computer built more 
than a hundred years before any of its modern counterparts, which now gleamed like a 
hallucination in the light of September 1880. […] [T]his engine was not in its proper time 
and, as yet, could have no real existence upon the earth”, Dan Leno and the Limehouse 
Golem, p. 116. 

http://www.victorianweb.org/science/science_texts/bridgewater/b9.htm
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quotation for himself while he is finishing the article at the start of chapter 

forty-one, when he finds it just as Dickens supposedly did within Babbage’s 

‘Advertisement’ for an edition of his Ninth Bridgewater Treatise (1837) 

(Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 243). Afterwards, in an evocatively 

Dickensian scene walking late at night through the “damp and misty streets 

of London”, Gissing becomes lost in an unfamiliar maze of decrepit courts 

and alleys, where he is harassed by destitute inhabitants and flees towards 

a manufactory that “might have been the Analytic Engine come to 

monstrous life among the poor, like some medieval spectre bathed in fire” 

(Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 243, p. 245). He recalls the 

quotation in an attempt to understand his strange encounters while lost in 

the city’s streets, and realises: 

if the air indeed were one vast library, one great vessel in which all 

the noises of the city were preserved, then nothing need be lost. […] 

And perhaps there was such a place where perpetual, infinite, 

London would one day be found […] – perhaps it was in him, and in 

each of the people he had encountered that night (Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, p. 246).  

Throughout Gissing’s narrative, each iteration of Babbage’s quotation 

triggers an experience of this Ackroydian vision of the city’s ‘spirit of place’, 

thus positioning Gissing as one of Ackroyd’s ‘Cockney Visionary’ characters 

who, by simultaneously walking and writing the city, is able to comprehend 

London’s condition as an archi-textual palimpsest.  

Gissing’s connection to the quotation’s vision of the city recurring 

throughout the narrative reveals his function, according to Wolfreys, “as a 

medium for the city, for its traces and its textual reconfigurations” that 

resonate across time and through space in the ‘vast library’ of Ackroyd’s 

London.41 The contemporary narrator tells us, for example, that this 

“journey of a half-starved novelist to Limehouse might in that sense be said 

to have affected the course of human history” since Gissing’s essay was 

subsequently read by H. G. Wells, and by Karl Marx who “wrote three short 

                                                   
41 Wolfreys, “Peter Ackroyd and the ‘endless variety’ of the ‘eternal city’”, p. 156. 
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paragraphs on the benefit of the Analytical Engine for the progress of 

international communism” which were “taken up some forty years later 

when the communist government of the Soviet Union established a Science 

Ministry”, and when “H. G. Wells and Stalin met in Moscow in 1934 they 

discussed Karl Marx’s notes” inspired by Gissing’s article (Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, p. 124). Following Wolfreys’ proposition, then, 

Chalupský believes Ackroyd’s Gissing to be “exceptionally sensitive about 

the genius loci of London”, made evident by his ‘Cockney Visionary’ attitude 

towards the city, “perpetually alternating between fascination and delight 

on the one hand, and indignation and repulsion on the other”.42 Onega’s 

reading of these scenes goes even further, suggesting that what reveals 

Gissing’s ‘Cockney Visionary’ status is, in fact, his contradictory attitude 

towards Babbage’s Analytical Engine and the “irredeemable” condition of 

poverty in the city (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem,  p. 120) as a 

“justification of the evils of industrialization”, in conjunction with his 

writerly idealism of an “acceptance of suffering in romantic or visionary 

terms, as part of the atemporal and unchangeable pattern of human 

existence”.43 While Babbage’s original quotation epitomises Ackroyd’s 

vision of London’s haunting ‘spirit of place’, I propose that in these scenes, 

it is the fictional replication of a factual quotation by a fictitious version of a 

real historical figure that influences the lives of other historical personages, 

which suggests that the neo-Victorian city of Dan Leno and the Limehouse 

Golem is to be understood as the ‘monopolylinguistic’ sum of not only its 

transhistorical hauntings, but also its psychogeographic resonances and its 

textual remains, regardless of whether they are ‘real’ or ‘imagined’. 

Furthermore, the ‘real’ Thomas De Quincey and his infamous 

satirical essay, “On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts”, similarly 

returns in Ackroyd’s novel to textually haunt the narrative and its 

characters, albeit with far greater uncanny effect. First published in 

Blackwood’s Magazine in 1827, “On Murder Considered as One of the Fine 

Arts” is a fictional lecture for the London Gentlemen’s Club, “The Society of 

                                                   
42 Chalupský, “London of the Mind”, p. 17. 

43 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 137. 
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Connoisseurs in Murder”, which enthusiastically argues for the aesthetic 

appreciation of the act of murder, irrespective of any moral or ethical 

qualms, and envisions John Williams’ Ratcliffe Highway murders to have 

been the “sublimest and most entire in their excellence that ever were 

committed”.44 De Quincey returned to the subject twelve years later in, 

“Second Paper on Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts” (also 

published in Blackwood’s Magazine), another darkly humorous artistic 

study of murder written once again under the guise of the same connoisseur 

recounting the events of a celebratory dinner party for fellow aesthetes.45 

Twenty-seven years after the publication of the original essay, De Quincey 

wrote the lengthy, “Postscript [To On Murder Considered as One of the Fine 

Arts]” (printed in volume four of Selections Grave and Gay), in which he 

vividly recounts the night of the Marr murders, considered from the 

perspective of the only absent member of the household, the Marr’s maid 

Mary, who returned mere moments later to the horror of the crimes.46 In all 

three essays, the act of murder is referred to as a “performance” and 

described in artistic terms as if it were designed for a theatrical stage, since 

“grouping, light and shade, poetry, sentiment, are now deemed 

indispensable to attempts of this nature”.47 Williams’ appearance is further 

described in dramatic terms, with the suggestion that his hair was dyed 

“bright yellow” to give his face a “ghostly pallor”, and that he wore a costume 

of the “very finest cloth” to conduct his “stage spectacle” on the Ratcliffe 

Highway.48 De Quincey’s “On Murder” essays were considered such popular 

successes precisely because of the theatrics of his decadent approach, in 

which he “aestheticized violence, transforming it into liberating and 

intellectual entertainment […] in a variety of fictive, impassioned, and 

                                                   
44 De Quincey, “On Murder”, p. 8, p. 29. 

45 Thomas De Quincey, “Second Paper on Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts 
(1839)”, in Thomas De Quincey On Murder, ed. by Robert Morrison (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), pp. 81-94. 

46 Thomas De Quincey, “Postscript [To On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts] 
(1854)”, in Thomas De Quincey On Murder, ed. by Robert Morrison (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), pp. 95-141. 

47 De Quincey, “On Murder”, p. 10. 

48 De Quincey, “Postscript”, p. 100, p. 102, p. 96. 



171 
 

satiric guises”.49 Hence, Robert Morrison proposes, De Quincey’s essays on 

the Ratcliffe Highway killings played a significant role in the rise of detective 

fiction and sensationalist literature in the nineteenth century (and beyond), 

rapidly popularised by “a reading public insatiably interested in palatable 

versions of murder that disturbed in order to excite and seduce”.50  

De Quincey and his works are self-referentially incorporated 

throughout Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, by the contemporary 

narrator and the characters alike, with “On Murder Considered as One of 

the Fine Arts” in particular acting as a kind of textual phantom that guides 

the characters’ engagement with, and understanding of, this Gothic vision 

of the city and its history of perpetuating violence.51 The narrative’s 

contemporary narrator explains, for example, that Gissing’s first (fictitious) 

article for the Pall Mall Review, titled “Romanticism and Crime”, was a 

reflection on the titular topics with reference to De Quincey and, in 

particular, this essay’s transformation of the Ratcliffe Highway murderer 

into “a wonderful Romantic hero […][,] an urban Wordsworth, a poet of 

sublime impulse who rearranges (one might say, executes) the natural world 

in order to reflect his own preoccupations” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse 

Golem, p. 37). An extract from the article forms chapter nine of the novel, 

when Gissing first reads his publication in print while at the British 

Museum’s Reading Room, in which he argues that the Ratcliffe Highway 

murders “reached their apotheosis in the prose of Thomas De Quincey, who 

with purple imagery and soaring cadence has succeeded in immortalising 

them” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 36). Ackroyd’s Gissing also 

draws attention to De Quincey’s evocation of “so keen and horrified a sense 

                                                   
49 Robert Morrison, “Introduction”, in Thomas De Quincey On Murder, ed. by Robert 
Morrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), vii-xxvii (xxiv). 

50 Morrison, xxiv. Morrison lists the influence De Quincey’s writing had on the works of his 
contemporaries, as well as their continued impact on these genres and their authors well 
into the twentieth- and twenty-first century (which includes Peter Ackroyd’s Hawksmoor 
and Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem), xxvi-xxvii.  

51 De Quincey’s essay has also been read by Ackroyd’s Detective Hawksmoor: “It had been 
in this district [St George’s-in-the-East], as Hawksmoor knew, that the Marr murders of 
1812 had occurred – the perpetrator being a certain John Williams, who, according to De 
Quincey whose account Hawksmoor avidly read, ‘asserted his supremacy over all the 
children of Cain’. […] He was transformed, again according to De Quincey, into a ‘mighty 
murderer’ and until his execution he remained an object of awe and mystery to those who 
lived in the shadow of the Wapping church”, Hawksmoor, p. 142. 
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of place” in his writing, for his vision of “a sinister, crepuscular London” 

came to dominate “the landscape of his imagination […] in which suffering, 

poverty and loneliness are the most striking elements”, in a revealing 

reflection of Ackroyd’s own views on the city’s Gothic genius loci, as 

previous chapters in this study have shown (Dan Leno and the Limehouse 

Golem, pp. 38-39). Moreover, when Dan Leno is briefly suspected of being 

the Golem’s next victim, due to the “curious factors” of the case connecting 

him with each death, a copy of De Quincey’s essay is found open on his desk, 

which triggers Inspector Kildare to contemplate the resemblance between it 

and the overt theatricality of the Golem’s slaughter of the Gerrard family, 

since there are “too many resemblances for it to be entirely natural” (Dan 

Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 201, p. 204). Yet Leno’s link to De 

Quincey’s essay is revealed to be another example of the city’s strange 

capacity for coincidence; the night before, Leno had finished reading the 

previous entry in the volume, De Quincey’s (fabricated) essay on pantomime 

titled “Laugh, Scream and Speech”, a work which the Golem confesses to 

have also inspired their “little dramas on the streets of London” just hours 

earlier in the diary entry of chapter thirty-three (Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, p. 191). 

However, De Quincey’s “On Murder” essay effects its most haunting 

presence in the Limehouse Golem’s murderous effort to construct their own 

“immortal” Gothic narrative.52 While a closer character study of the Golem 

will be performed in the following chapter, for the purposes of this chapter 

it is worth briefly exploring the influence that De Quincey’s text has on the 

formation of their persona. “May I quote Thomas De Quincey?”, ‘John’ Cree 

begins a diary entry reflecting on ‘his’’ “first great work” of murder as the 

Limehouse Golem, which ‘he’ considers to be a mere “rehearsal” for ‘his’ 

greatest performance “upon the stage of the world” inspired by Williams’ 

“glorious crime” which ‘he’ wishes to re-enact, since it was in De Quincey’s 

essay that ‘he’ “first learned of the Ratcliffe Highway deaths, and ever since 

                                                   
52 De Quincey refers to John Williams’ murders as “immortal” in “On Murder”, p. 31, and 
again in “Postscript”, p. 97. Of course, it was De Quincey himself who immortalised the 
Ratcliffe Highway murders, and their perpetrator, in his own works, within which the “On 
Murder” essays certainly form a Gothic narrative. 
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that time his work has been a source of perpetual delight and astonishment” 

(Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, pp. 25-30). The Golem enacts ‘his’ 

crimes with the same macabre theatricality that De Quincey employs in his 

essay, for the Golem describes themselves as Williams’ “understudy”, 

aspiring to emulate the “artist who used London as the ‘studio’ to display his 

works” and “dressed for each murder as if he were going upon the stage” 

(Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 26, p. 30). It is, therefore, 

grotesquely appropriate that the Golem’s killing spree culminates in a 

carefully-staged re-enactment of Williams’ slaughter of the Marr family in 

chapter twenty-seven of the novel. Faithfully performed in a manner 

strikingly similar to the Marrs’ deaths described in De Quincey’s “On 

Murder” essays, the killing of the Gerrard family is carried out silently 

within their own home under the cloak of darkness, with the same murder 

weapons of a mallet and a razor, and like Williams the Golem also 

unknowingly leaves a solitary female survivor (Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, pp. 159-161, 163). The echoic spirit with which the 

Golem’s massacre of the Gerrard family is thus performed is exemplary of 

the uncanny’s ‘return of the repressed’ as it is found in the Gothic, wherein 

dark events or horrible secrets from the past that were thought to have been 

buried return to haunt the present by being repeated. The Golem envisions 

the Gerrards’ deaths as such, explaining that they are to represent the 

inevitability of these “patterns of eternity” in the city’s violent past, and so 

by replicating Williams’ actions as they are described in De Quincey’s work 

the family’s “wounds reflect the inflictions of recurrent time”, since:  

To die on the same spot as the famous Marrs – and to die in the same 

fashion – why, it is a great testimony to the power of the city over 

men (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 160). 

Hence, the uncanniness of the Golem’s re-enactment of De Quincey’s 

recreation of the ‘real’ Ratcliffe Highway murders self-reflexively performs 

the Gothic’s ‘return of the repressed’ by making it a part of the “double 

‘pattern of habitation’ and ‘of inheritance’” that is at work in Ackroyd’s 

narratives of London’s past, particularly those in which the repetition of the 
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dark (literary) history of the city’s East End comes to function as its guiding 

genius loci.53  

Moreover, the Golem’s diary, in its very construction, can be further 

read as a reflection of De Quincey’s satirical notion of the murderer as an 

artist, since not only does it seem to provide an insight into the murderer’s 

perverse motivations for producing their ‘art’, but in this circumstance, it is 

itself a work of ‘fine art’, composed by Elizabeth to frame her husband John 

for the Golem’s crimes, which are in fact her own pieces of ‘performance art’. 

For example, when the ‘Golem’ murders the prostitute Jane Quig, (s)he 

explains the desire to create “such a spectacle that no eye seeing it could fail 

to be moved” and so positions the victim’s decapitated head “upon the upper 

step, just as if it were the prompter’s head seen from the pit of the theatre, 

and […] applauded my own work” before exiting the ‘scene’ because “there 

came a noise from the wings” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 62). 

In the same manner, after cutting the throats of Mr Gerrard and his maid 

Annie in the cellar of the house on Ratcliffe Highway, the ‘Golem’ whispers 

to the dying man that “[t]he play has just begun”, and mimics a theatrical 

stage entrance by “mounting the stairs, with the open razor in my hand […] 

all bathed in blood and with my face besmeared in dirt” before killing 

Gerrard’s wife and children (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 161). 

In the dramatised artifice of such actions, Elizabeth is self-evidently playing 

the sensationalist De Quincian role of the murderer as artist, and as ‘John’ 

Cree she suggestively confesses in the Golem’s diary to her artistic choice by 

stating: “I am invoking a legend, and anything will be forgiven me as long as 

I remain faithful to my role” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 126). 

Elizabeth appears here as if possessed by the textual phantom of Williams’ 

legendary character as the murderer-artist of De Quincey’s work, and is so 

haunted by the sensationalism of his construction and the fame that it 

brought, that she believes by ‘rewriting’ it as her own Gothic play-text the 

same status will be afforded her as ‘John’ Cree, the Limehouse Golem. 

Consequently, when the contemporary narrator draws the conclusion that 

Elizabeth Cree was the true author of these crimes, it is because of the 

                                                   
53 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 141. 



175 
 

presence of this textual phantom: the trace of an archival record that 

Elizabeth had been admitted (on the strength of two forged letters of 

recommendation, and her husband’s frequent attendance) to the British 

Museum’s Reading Room as a ‘lady reader’ in the spring of 1880, where she 

had secretly read the “collected works of Thomas De Quincey as well as 

Daniel Defoe’s History of the Devil”, and after she had “finished De 

Quincey’s essay on the Ratcliffe Highway killings […] she asked for certain 

volumes on contemporary surgical techniques” (Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, pp. 269-270). 

One can conclude, then, that the Golem’s murderous acts do indeed 

appear to have been purposefully carried out as an homage to De Quincey’s 

essay, as the author of the diary overtly implies throughout. However, it is 

by a different kind of dramatic artiste than the diary initially leads the 

reader to believe, but one equally desperate for serious artistic recognition 

(see, for example, Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 179, p. 214, p. 

219). It is for the kind of recognition granted by the “legitimate London 

stage” that Elizabeth believes she was humiliatingly denied during her 

performance in Misery Junction (in chapter forty), which causes her to seek 

out the same sensationalised form of admiration De Quincey had once given 

to an infamous London murderer, albeit in satiric form (Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, p. 231). In chapter forty-nine, during the performance of 

the last rites for the condemned by a Catholic chaplain, Elizabeth stages her 

last confession as a disturbing and revelatory theatrical performance, 

exposing what was to be the Golem’s final artistic act:  

Did you ever see that wonderful drama, The London Phantom? It is 

a real shocker of the old school. […] I am composing it at the moment. 

[…] I gave my play its title. I am the London phantom. […] The 

husband is not poisoned until the third act, when he threatens to 

reveal my secret to the world […] There is a bit of a game en travesti. 

[…] That is when the female serio puts on her male clothes and fools 

them all. Then some flash girls have a shocking bit of bad luck. […] I 

had no trouble with that part, […] I’m a natural for the blood tubs [.] 

[…] Well, I made up a diary and laid the guilt upon him. […] The 
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world will believe I destroyed a monster. […] Surely you have heard 

of the famous Limehouse Golem? (Dan Leno and the Limehouse 

Golem, pp. 271-273). 

In an unknowingly shrewd moment of insight, Inspector Kildare notes that 

the Golem’s crimes appear to have been performed in exactly such a 

manner, as if by “an actor playing a part […] in a blood tub off the Old Kent 

Road”, to which Dan Leno perceptively adds that perhaps it is De Quincey’s 

“On Murder” essay that is “this terrible thing” which serves “as his prompt-

book” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, pp. 204-205).54 From the 

examples previously discussed, it is evident that De Quincey’s essay 

certainly is the ‘terrible thing’ that comes to function, in Alan Robinson’s 

words, “as a script for the homicidal performance” of the Limehouse 

Golem’s narrative.55 De Quincey’s essay can, therefore, be further 

understood to function as the ‘prompt-book’ for Elizabeth’s own textual 

attempt through the creation of the Golem’s diary to achieve precisely the 

same form of literary immortalisation that De Quincey afforded Williams, 

by adopting a dramatic persona to re-enact a series of echoic killings, each 

sadistically staged as an artistic sacrifice resonant of those that came before, 

and will inevitably come to be performed again, on the cruel theatre of the 

city’s violent streets. 

 

“CRIMES THAT DELIGHT US”56 

 

The Limehouse Golem’s De Quincey-inspired ‘artistic’ re-enactment 

of the Ratcliffe Highway massacre is not the only murderous historical event 

from the city’s violent past that Ackroyd has written into his novel’s haunted 

archi-textual palimpsest. In her chapter, “Family Traumas and Serial Killing 

                                                   
54 However, as Onega notes, Kildare does not act on his initial impressions, which are 
intimately connected to the city’s ‘spirit of place’ and it is his inability to recognise them as 
such that renders him incapable of solving the crimes, for he is “a diminished Sherlock 
Holmes who thinks smoking a pipe will help him ‘cogitate’ but does not”, Metafiction and 
Myth, p. 141. 

55 Robinson, p. 157. A more detailed examination of the character of the Limehouse Golem 
will follow in the next chapter.  

56 Ackroyd, Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 191. 
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in Peter Ackroyd's Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem”, Onega has drawn 

attention to the resemblances between Elizabeth’s “undetected ‘secret’ 

poisonings of several family members and music-hall comedians” subtly 

alluded to throughout her testimony, and real Victorian cases of domestic 

homicide by middle-class murderesses which shattered the idealised image 

of the “Angel in the House”, and were “decisive in the appearance of 

sensation novels” that portrayed such shocking violations of the private 

sphere.57 An interesting case noted by Onega, and expanded on by Lewis, 

which resembles Elizabeth’s own is that of Florence Maybrick, who was 

convicted in 1889 for poisoning her husband James, a wealthy Liverpool 

cotton broker like John Cree’s father, with a lethal dose of arsenic secretly 

administered over two weeks, the same method used to kill John Cree (and 

perhaps his father too (see Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 256).58 

The similarities between the Crees and the Maybricks continue for in 1992, 

a diary that was allegedly written by James Maybrick was found, in which 

he claimed to be ‘Jack the Ripper’ by vividly detailing the crimes, but it was 

later proven to be a forgery by Michael Barrett, the man who had 

‘discovered’ it.59 The incorporation of the mythology of ‘Jack the Ripper’ into 

the characterisation of the Limehouse Golem is also of note, for the uncanny 

déjà-vu-like effects that are achieved by allusions to the history of the 

Ripper within a narrative that is set years before their crimes are actually 

committed. For example, the historical responses of Victorian society to the 

Ripper murders are mimicked in the novel’s depiction of the public’s 

reactions to the Golem’s killings, which the unnamed contemporary 

narrator retrospectively recounts throughout the narrative. In chapter 

twenty-eight, for instance, they relate the impact that the Golem murders 

had on attitudes towards public social reform in the city’s East End, 

                                                   
57 Onega, “Family Traumas and Serial Killing”, pp. 276-277. The title of Coventry Patmore’s 
poem, “The Angel in the House” (1854), in which he ascribes his wife with all the attributes 
of the ‘perfect woman’, has since been popularly used to describe the Victorian ideology of 
the separate spheres, in which the Victorian feminine ideal was, in simple terms, a selfless 
mother and a devoted wife who dedicated their life to the moral protection of the private, 
domestic sphere. 

58 Lewis, pp. 83-84; Onega, “Family Traumas and Serial Killing”, p. 277, and Metafiction 
and Myth, p. 134. 

59 Lewis, pp. 83-84. 
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mirroring events which historically occurred because of the Ripper murders 

(Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, pp 162-164).60 At various points in 

the story, usually after the Golem’s latest murder, the narrator also 

emphasises the responsibility that the Victorian press carried for provoking 

public mass-hysteria in response to the crimes, as with the Ripper murders: 

The daily newspapers reported every practice in which ‘The Golem’ 

or ‘The Golem of Limehouse’ engaged, while certain details were 

embellished, or on occasions invented, in order to ensure more 

notoriety for what were already gruesome accounts. Could it have 

been the journalist on the Morning Advertiser, for example, who 

decided that the ‘Golem’ had been chased by an ‘irate crowd’ only to 

be seen ‘fading away’ into the wall of a bakery by Hayley Street? But 

perhaps that was not an instance of editorial licence since, as soon as 

the report was published, several residents of Limehouse confirmed 

that they had been among the mob which had pursued the create and 

watched it disappear. […] So the legend of the Golem was born, even 

before the final and most shocking act of murder (Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, pp. 6-7).  

Therefore, the “lurid melodrama of the popular press” depicted in the novel, 

and the sensationalism which saturates their representation of the Golem’s 

crimes, thus not only replicates the ‘New Journalism’ movement of the late 

Victorian period’s treatment of the Ripper murders as a source of macabre 

entertainment (which continues to this day), but can be understood to 

further echo De Quincey’s own depiction of such horrifying violence as a 

subject of ‘fine art’ in his “On Murder” essays, and the genre of popular 

crime literature that they were to inspire (Dan Leno and the Limehouse 

Golem, p. 35).61  

                                                   
60 For further discussion of the Ripper murders and their socio-cultural impact on Victorian 
public reforms, and indeed the growth of Gothic literature of doubles during the period, see 
the third chapter of Linda Dryden’s study The Modern Gothic and Literary Doubles: 
Stevenson, Wilde and Wells (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), pp. 45-73. 

61 For further discussion of the Ripper murders and the New Journalism movement, and 
their impact on Victorian society and literature see Jamieson Ridenhour, In Darkest 
London: The Gothic Cityscape in Victorian Literature (Plymouth: Scarecrow Press Inc., 
2013), pp. 15-42. 
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What these examples convey, then, is how this “historical reiteration 

of violence” has come to define such narratives of the East End, for as 

Wolfreys argues, historians and writers like Ackroyd continually “retrace 

the bloody scene of the location, thereby mapping the urban event both 

temporally as well as spatially” in their works so that it appears as if “the 

history of the city is written in the blood of its victims”.62 Therefore, in Dan 

Leno and the Limehouse Golem, through the palimpsestic layering of 

allusions to these interconnected contextual events and their future textual 

phantoms, a complex “process of refraction” can be found at work between 

the narrative’s “literary and non-literary Victorian hypotexts”, which Onega 

defines as a process of textual “sideshadowing” (as opposed to 

foreshadowing), since they serve to simultaneously refract “new light on the 

past as well as on the present”.63 Hence, while a clearly linear line of spatio-

temporal influence can be drawn between the Ratcliffe Highway killings 

committed by Williams, and the Golem’s replication of them decades later, 

the Golem’s sexual mutilations of the murdered prostitutes distorts this 

linear chronology, for they replicate the patterns of the Ripper’s crimes that 

the reader knows won’t occur until eight years after the narrative is set.64 To 

employ Onega’s theory of textual sideshadowing, the uncanniness of the 

Golem’s apparently prescient actions thus comes from our strange 

familiarity with such recognisable influences even when they appear ‘out of 

time’. By positioning the reader to concurrently view events both forwards 

and backwards through time, echoing the experience of déjà vu, “an ever-

growing cyclical pattern of horror materializing out of the suffering of the 

inhabitants of that deprived and degenerate area of Victorian London” is 

revealed.65 It is one which has endured into the contemporary through the 

perpetuation of precisely such kinds of self-referential representations in 

                                                   
62 Wolfreys, “Peter Ackroyd and the ‘endless variety’ of the ‘eternal city’”, p. 157. 

63 Onega, “Family Traumas and Serial Killing”, p. 272. 

64 This line of influence is speculated to extend even further into the future by Pulham who 
reads the Golem’s murder of Solomon Weil to point towards the mysterious disappearance 
of Jewish scholar David Rodinsky from his Spitalfields flat in the 1960s, see p. 165. Onega 
also notes in “Family Traumas and Serial Killing” that an association could be made 
between the Golem’s crimes and those of the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’, a serial killer that the 
British press “between 1975 and 1981 represented as the son of Jack the Ripper”, p. 293.  

65 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 144.  
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literature and popular culture of the East End during the Victorian era and 

beyond.  

Moreover, such textual hauntings from the East End’s history of 

“crimes that delight us”, to quote Ackroyd’s De Quincey, can be further 

found in the narrative’s uncannily self-aware citation of their influence on 

the (neo-)Victorian Urban Gothic (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 

191). These knowing allusions prompt an experience of the uncanny because 

they are absorbed into Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem’s metafictional 

world as ‘textual phantoms’ that force the reader to acknowledge the 

Victorian fin-de-siècle Gothic works (and their contemporary adaptations) 

that have made the East End’s past so famous for precisely the kind of 

violent crimes which are self-reflexively depicted in the narrative, under the 

cover of the “notorious pea-soupers of the period, so ably memorialised by 

Robert Louis Stevenson and Arthur Conan Doyle, [which] were quite as 

dark, as their literary reputation would suggest” (p. 43). Indeed, these 

authors’ most well-known characters are both further parodied in this 

manner in Ackroyd’s narrative. Inspector Kildare appears as a strangely 

familiar, yet hopelessly inferior, version of Doyle’s eminent detective 

Sherlock Holmes, made particularly apparent in chapter forty-five of the 

novel when he consults his own Watson, his lover-companion George Flood, 

on the difficulties of the Golem case and “thinks smoking a pipe will help 

him ‘cogitate’ but does not” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 257).66 

Likewise, Elizabeth Cree’s secret night-time transformations from a 

respectable middle-class woman to a deviant gentleman murderer, who 

prowls the East End in search of forbidden releases, appears to mimic the 

equally duplicitous titular character of Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr 

Jekyll and Mr Hyde, which will be discussed further in the following 

chapter.67 Moreover, as Lewis suggests, the Limehouse Golem’s crimes 

seem to purposefully invoke those “horrors associated with the ‘penny 

dreadful’ and the ‘shilling shocker’” genres of the Victorian period that were 

                                                   
66 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 141. 

67 I am indebted to Susana Onega’s chapter, “Family Traumas and Serial Killing” for 
drawing my attention to the potential significance of this comparison on p. 288, which I 
will pursue with further reference to Onega’s argument in the following chapter of this 
study. 
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often inspired by “popular melodramas”, for they are similarly serialised in 

the narrative as “lurid episodes” written in “the purplest of prose” in the 

“spirit of these garish tales”.68 The contemporary narrator even implies that 

the Golem murders influenced some of the popular Gothic fiction of the fin 

de siècle, suggesting that they “led indirectly to The Picture of Dorian Gray,” 

in which “opium dens and cheap theatres of that area play a large part in a 

somewhat melodramatic narrative”, and gave rise to performances of the 

“horror repertoire” at the “various ‘blood tubs’ or ‘blood and thunder’ 

playhouses where ‘shockers’ were the customary entertainment” (Dan Leno 

and the Limehouse Golem, p. 164).69  

The depiction of the East End’s malevolent ‘spirit of place’ in Dan 

Leno and the Limehouse Golem can therefore be read as the ‘inheritance’ of 

the area’s ‘real’ history of violence combined with its literary history in the 

Late-Victorian Gothic, for the novel’s textual phantoms are of those 

“shadows, spectres and written ghosts” that, Heilmann and Llewellyn 

suggest, in the neo-Victorian text “never quite materialize into substantive 

presences but instead maintain simulations of the ‘real’”.70 Yet it is of 

significance that the ‘real’ which is invoked here is by necessity an imagined 

reality, one that is informed by a vision of the world that the Victorians left 

behind in their own texts, which is furthered by neo-Victorian adaptations 

of those texts, and of their forms and styles, characters and tropes. As 

Wolfreys has acknowledged, in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, 

Ackroyd manipulates each of these visions to create his own textually 

haunted city, which is “at once immediately apprehensible to the modern, 

                                                   
68 Lewis, p. 84. 

69 The narrator also proposes that the Limehouse murders inspired “the famous sequence 
of paintings by James McNeill Whistler, ‘Limehouse Nocturnes,’ in which the brooding 
presence of the riverine streets is conveyed by viridian green, ultramarine, ivory and black”, 
and influenced how “Somerset Maugham and David Carreras, then young children, first 
became aware of their fascination for drama – and indeed Carreras himself in the 1920s 
wrote a play based upon the Limehouse killings entitled No Man Knows My Name”, Dan 
Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 164. However, these metafictional examples are 
imagined (inter)textual hauntings fabricated by Ackroyd for the purpose of the narrative’s 
historical artifices. Although Onega has interestingly suggested that an ironic connection 
can be found with the ‘real’ Somerset Maugham, by the “clear coincidences in the familial 
and social conditions” between the eponymous protagonist of Maugham’s first novel, Liza 
of Lambeth (1897) and the early life of Ackroyd’s Lambeth Marsh Lizzie, see “Family 
Traumas and Serial Killing”, pp. 277-278. 

70 Heilmann and Llewellyn, p. 145. 
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popular imagination – one fed not only on neo-Victorian fiction but also […] 

on dramatised versions of Victorian novels”.71 It is a process that therefore 

plays on the uncertainty that is inherent to the uncanny by affirming the 

neo-Victorian’s “power of re-enactment”, to quote Kohlke and Gutleben, “by 

re-imagining metropolises and urban experiences that may or may not ever 

have existed as represented”.72 Since, as Hutcheon has proposed, the past 

can only be known through the traces of its textual remains, both factual 

and fictional, this ‘power of re-enactment’ must be considered as an 

essentially metafictive endeavour, for it is always “a question of 

representing, that is, of constructing and interpreting, not of objective 

recording”.73 One can conclude, then, that while the historical ‘reality’ of the 

city portrayed in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem is certainly dictated 

by the Victorian Gothic’s “stock literary devices for staging the Grand 

Guignol urban experience” as Wolfreys claims, it is the narrator’s haunting 

acknowledgment to the reader that they are self-reflexive re-enactments 

that reveals “we cannot know London, without prior access to its canonical 

texts”, which is the crux of this study’s understanding of Ackroyd’s notion of 

the city’s ‘spirit of place’.74  

One might argue, then, that the famous nineteenth-century 

pantomime turn for which Leno was so well-known and which resounds 

throughout the narrative, “here we are again!” (Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem p. 2, p. 191, p. 279, p. 282), encapsulates not simply 

Ackroyd’s neo-Victorian world but, to quote Wolfreys, “the city’s own 

performative epigraph”.75 Most importantly, perhaps, the phrase begins and 

ends the narrative in the mirrored performances of Elizabeth Cree’s 

execution. In its first exclamation, as the condemned woman’s only final 

words on the gallows of Camberwell prison, the narrator draws attention to 

                                                   
71 Wolfreys, “‘Part Barrier, Part Entrance to a Parallel Dimension’”, p. 129. 

72 Kohlke and Gutleben, “Troping the Neo-Victorian City: Strategies of Reconsidering the 
Metropolis”, in Neo-Victorian Cities: Reassessing Urban Politics and Poetics ed. by Marie-
Luise Kohlke and Christian Gutleben, pp. 1-40 (p. 35). 

73 Linda Hutcheon, The Politics of Postmodernism, revised 2nd edn (1989. London: 
Routledge, 2002), p. 70. 

74 Wolfreys, “Peter Ackroyd and the ‘endless variety’ of the ‘eternal city’”, p. 157. 

75 Wolfreys, “Peter Ackroyd and the ‘endless variety’ of the ‘eternal city’”, p. 150. 
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the fact that in previous years the hanging would have been a public 

spectacle at Newgate, but “the chance for such a great performance had been 

denied her by the progressive legislation of 1868” (Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, p. 1). Elizabeth’s death is finally awarded this 

opportunity in the last chapter, in which her execution is made into a ‘great 

performance’ the following night on the stage of The Bell in Limehouse in 

the production of The Crees of Misery Junction. In an echo of the novel’s 

beginning, the play opens with the hanging of Elizabeth Cree, but after the 

exclamation of her famous last words the stage gallows malfunction and the 

actress and former maid to the Crees, Aveline Mortimer, instead plunges to 

her own death. However, Dan Leno’s quick thinking conceals the horrific 

truth from the audience, as he climbs the rope in drag “in mock homage to 

that great melodrama The Hunchback of Notre Dame”, and brings 

Elizabeth Cree back to life “ready to start the fun […] in another guise, just 

as she had been before”, exclaiming one final time “in his best mammoth 

comique manner, ‘here we are again!’” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse 

Golem, p. 282). Hence, in the mirrored circularity of the opening and closing 

scenes of the novel as echoic theatrical performances of death and rebirth, 

one finds that in Ackroyd’s textual world London’s past seems to return 

again and again with the uncanniness of déjà vu as a narrative of textual 

haunting.  

 

THE CASEBOOK OF VICTOR FRANKENSTEIN 

 

In an interview with Jeremy Gibson on August 26th, 1989, when 

queried about what elements he draws from other writers, Ackroyd 

explains: 

I’ve always believed that fiction, or rather all forms of writing, feed 

upon previous forms of writing. So, in a sense, all my novels tend to 

encapsulate other people’s novels.76  

                                                   
76 Gibson and Wolfreys, p. 222. 
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This sentiment is nowhere more evident than in Ackroyd’s fourteenth novel, 

The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, which is, as the title suggests, a 

reimagining of Mary Shelley’s Gothic masterpiece, Frankenstein, or, The 

Modern Prometheus. Published in 2008, Ackroyd’s version of the story is 

instead set in the historical context of its original creation in the early 

nineteenth century, and as I endeavour to show, like Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, it is one of Ackroyd’s most textually haunted works of 

Gothic historiographic metafiction. The basic premise of Ackroyd’s novel 

remains much the same as Shelley’s own (despite the initial removal of the 

original’s epistolary frame narrative), as Victor Frankenstein woefully 

reflects on the events in his life that have brought about his mysterious 

downfall, and, like the original text, the voice of the Monster interrupts his 

creator to recount passages from his afterlife. However, in Ackroyd’s 

narrative, Victor leaves Ingolstadt to study at Oxford University, where he 

befriends radical Romantic poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, moves to the city of 

London and socialises with Shelley’s circle, including his first wife Harriet 

Westbrook, second wife Mary Godwin (the author of the original text), Lord 

Byron and his physician John William Polidori. Ackroyd even has his 

version of Victor Frankenstein accompany the Shelleys, Byron, and Polidori 

on that famously fateful holiday when the ‘real’ novel was conceived while 

staying at the Villa Diodati on Lake Geneva one stormy night in the summer 

of 1816. 

After attending lectures on galvanic electricity by Sir Humphry Davy 

and studying dissection at St Thomas’s Hospital in London, Ackroyd’s 

Victor Frankenstein begins his secret experiments in reanimation in a 

secluded barn outside of Oxford, eventually relocating his laboratory to an 

abandoned Limehouse pottery factory on the Thames. Here, with access to 

a fresh supply of bodies from the Doomsday Men, Frankenstein succeeds in 

his experiments by resurrecting the corpse of his friend Jack Keat (a young 

impoverished medical student who dies of tuberculosis, uncannily like the 

famous Romantic poet John Keats), but he returns as the immortal monster 

of Shelley’s story who is similarly rejected by his creator and so seeks 

murderous vengeance on those around him. However, as the dénouement 

of the narrative subsequently reveals, Ackroyd’s Monster is not 
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Frankenstein’s physical doppelgänger as in Shelley’s original and as the 

reader has been led to believe, but a psychological projection of 

Frankenstein’s insanity, and it is Frankenstein who is, in fact, the Monster 

himself. The concept of the original text’s frame narrative is then cleverly 

reimagined in the final paragraph of the novel, as Frankenstein’s first-

person narration is shown to be a part of the Superintendent of the Hoxton 

Mental Asylum’s ‘casebook’ on his patient, Victor Frankenstein.77  

To date, there has been very little scholarship published that is 

explicitly concerned with the analysis of The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein. Judith Wilt’s chapter in Danel Olson’s collection, 21st 

Century Gothic: Great Gothic Novels Since 2000, addresses how Ackroyd’s 

novel, alongside other contemporary adaptations of Shelley’s text, positions 

readers to explore “the old enigma for which Frankenstein is the key text, 

the enigma of the body and that peculiarly human aspect of the body’s 

electricity we call consciousness”.78 Two publications by Petr Chalupský 

have similarly discussed how the depiction of the city of London in the 

novel, amongst others by Ackroyd, can be read as “a metaphor of the 

essential unknowability and inconceivability of the narrator’s obscured 

mind”.79 David Charnick has taken both of these ideas further in his article’s 

examination of Ackroyd’s development throughout his novels of “the device 

of imaginary projection” as one that effectively “implicates the reader in an 

exploration of evil”, and specifically culminates with this text’s portrayal of 

Frankenstein and his creation.80 Such ideas will be pursued in the following 

chapter, which examines the doppelgänger relationships of the various 

‘monsters’ that haunt, and are haunted by, the London of Ackroyd’s Gothic 

                                                   
77 The Hoxton Mental Asylum is also where the fictional version of Mary Lamb is detained 
after fatally stabbing her mother in the neck with a kitchen fork in Ackroyd’s novel The 
Lambs of London, pp. 208-209. 

78 Judith Wilt, “Repositioning the Bodies: Peter Ackroyd's The Casebook of Victor 
Frankenstein and Other Monstrous Retellings”, in 21st-Century Gothic: Great Gothic 
Novels Since 2000, ed. by Danel Olson (Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2010), pp. 72-83 (p. 73). 

79 Petr Chalupský, “Frankenstein as an Historical, Urban Gothic Psycho-Thriller–Peter 
Ackroyd’s Rendering of Mary Shelley’s Classic in The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein”, 
Ars Aeterna 3.1 (2011), pp. 19-34 (p. 33). See also Chalupský, “London of the Mind”, pp. 
18-19. 

80 David Charnick, “Peter Ackroyd's Imaginary Projections: A Context for the Creature of 
The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein”, The Modern Language Review 108.1 (2013), pp.52-
67 (p. 52). 
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historiographic metafictions. Therefore, in the remainder of this chapter, I 

will explore through close textual analysis how the boundaries between 

history and fiction are blurred in Ackroyd’s novel so that the original text, 

its context, and its enduring influences are fused to create an uncanny 

doppelgänger of Shelley’s Frankenstein, by evoking a haunted/haunting 

reading experience akin to déjà vu. For, I will argue, the novel’s final twist 

is an uncanny reflection of the narrative’s own ‘Frankenstein-ian’ 

monstrous metafictional construction, because, like Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, Ackroyd’s The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein reveals 

itself to be yet another ‘strange case’ of duality that is haunted by the literary 

ghosts of its Victorian Gothic predecessors.  

Few works of literature have attained the widespread cultural 

currency of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Since the story’s inception nearly 

two-hundred years ago, Shelley’s novel has never been out of print, and its 

timeless tale has been textually reanimated and figuratively resurrected in a 

myriad of guises for audiences all over the world, as the character of the mad 

scientist and the monstrous creation made from the limbs of the dead that 

he brings to life have become independent iconic figures in modern popular 

culture. Even the word ‘Frankenstein’ has entered our modern lexicon as a 

colloquial term for the character of the resurrected creation, so often 

mistakenly assumed to be its own name despite Shelley’s original creature 

remaining nameless. Shelley’s novel, and its prodigious legacy, have thus 

attracted a great deal of critical attention over the years, and there is a 

wealth of noteworthy scholarship available from across a wide range of 

disciplines offering diverse analyses of the story and of the abundance of 

adaptations that have steadily ensued since its first publication.81 Published 

anonymously in 1818 in three volumes, then again in two volumes in 1823 

bearing Mary Shelley’s name, and finally in 1831 as the revised single 

volume third edition, Frankenstein is notably suffused with the contextual 

significance of the Romantic movement and of the Gothic tradition in which 

                                                   
81 For an introduction to the depth and breadth of such academic criticism, see the 
impressive array of scholarship included in the recently released edited collection, The 
Cambridge Companion to Frankenstein, ed. by Andrew Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2016). 
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it was created.82 As Botting reminds us, Romanticism and the Gothic “share 

an aesthetic history”, the “darker side” of which can be found in works such 

as Frankenstein’s “concerns with creative consciousness”:  

rebellious and freethinking, the solitary visionary can become 

alienated and outcast; the self can be split in two, its doubling 

becoming a figure of imagination or fantasy separated from reality 

and acceptable models of existence.83  

The uncanny (re)production of precisely such kinds of (un)conscious Gothic 

doubling in Ackroyd’s version of Frankenstein will be pursued later in this 

chapter and again within the final chapter of this study. It is worth 

acknowledging, then, that while Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein was written 

during the Romantic period, and The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein is 

set within the context of the original novel’s creation in early nineteenth-

century London, this chapter is concerned with how the narrative aesthetics 

of Ackroyd’s retelling, and the vision of the city that they construct, are 

distinctly more evocative of the ‘darker side’ of ‘creative consciousness’ in 

Victorian Urban Gothic works such as Robert Louis Stevenson’s Strange 

Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde or Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian 

Gray.84 

As we have seen in the historiographic metafictional novels 

previously discussed in this study, Ackroyd will often playfully alter 

historical details as a way of establishing his own fictional versions of such 

personages or events within his counter-factual narratives. This practice is 

most clearly developed and overtly conveyed in The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, for Ackroyd fabricates his own pseudo-historical context for 

                                                   
82 Emma McEvoy provides an excellent overview of the development of the Gothic tradition 
during the Romantic period in “Gothic and the Romantics”, in The Routledge Companion 
to Gothic, ed. by Catherine Spooner and Emma McEvoy, pp. 19-27. McEvoy argues that 
such “[p]ermeability characterises the relation of the Gothic tradition to Romanticism and 
the relation of Romanticism to Gothic”, p. 27. See also Michael Gamer, “Gothic fictions and 
Romantic writing in Britain”, in The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction, ed. by 
Hogle, pp. 85-104. 

83 Botting, Gothic, revised 2nd edn, p. 13. 

84 Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891. New York: Oxford University Press, 
2006). The significance of the establishment of the monstrous double in Victorian Urban 
Gothic works during the late-nineteenth century will be further discussed in relation to 
Ackroyd’s novels in chapter four, with reference to Dryden’s aforementioned seminal study. 
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the famous narrative from the textual remains of Shelley’s novel as well as 

from the circumstances of its creation. In Ackroyd’s novel, Mary Shelley 

herself plays a prominent role in Victor’s narrative together with her 

husband Percy (and his first wife Harriet Westbrook before her death at the 

hands of the monster), but Ackroyd’s cast of characters extends beyond the 

Shelleys’ aforementioned famous circle of friends to further include notable 

figures of the Romantic movement alongside intertextual discussions of 

their work.85 To illustrate, Ackroyd’s Percy Bysshe Shelley discusses his own 

writings with Victor throughout the narrative (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, p. 195, p. 205, p. 222), utters the subtitle of Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein “a modern Prometheus” in an overheard conversation with 

Bryon (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 224), and even recites a 

telling passage from the first scene of Act II of his lyrical drama “Prometheus 

Unbound” on the journey to Lake Geneva:  

“I saw not, heard not, moved not, only felt 

His presence flow and mingle through my blood 

Till it became his life, and his grew mine,  

And I was thus absorbed, until it passed.”  

(quoted in The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 243).86  

Likewise, a passage from Byron’s poem “Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage” is 

recited by Victor while travelling to London after leaving Oxford (The 

Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 84), and he discusses Byron’s writing 

with Byron himself when they first meet in chapter seventeen, and again 

                                                   
85 It is worth noting that Ackroyd explores the history of the Romantic movement in 
Europe, and in Britain in particular, in his three-part historical television documentary The 
Romantics (BBC, 2006), which he write, presented, and produced for the BBC in 
conjunction with The Open University in 2006. Spanning the period of the ‘Romantic 
Revolution’ from approximately 1760 to 1830, Ackroyd personally guides the viewer 
through an imaginative journey into the lives and works of famous Romantics in three 
episodes, titled ‘Liberty’, ‘Nature’, and ‘Eternity’, to examine what principles the modern 
western world has inherited from their movement. The third and final episode, titled 
‘Eternity’, explores the legacies of the last of the Romantics, in particular Lord Byron, John 
Keats, and Percy Bysshe Shelley, who are all incorporated as characters into Ackroyd’s 
novel when it is published two years after the documentary is made. 

86 See Percy Bysshe Shelley, “Prometheus Unbound”, in The Norton Anthology of English 
Literature: The Romantic Period. Eight Edition. Volume D, ed. by Jack Stillinger and 
Deidre Shauna Lynch (New York: W. W. Norton, 2006), pp. 779-814. 
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later while they are all staying at Villa Diodati in chapter nineteen. The 

inclusion of such works along with their creators as characters within the 

narrative adds another layer of haunted metatextuality to Ackroyd’s novel 

for many of these texts are also cited in Shelley’s Frankenstein. Take for 

example, Shelley’s famous epigraph to the novel, an excerpt of John Milton’s 

epic poem, Paradise Lost: 

Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay 

To mould me man? Did I solicit thee 

From darkness to promote me?87 

Ackroyd’s Byron recites this verse to Polidori one morning while at Villa 

Diodati, challenging him to guess who is its author, but Victor has overheard 

them and loudly interjects with the correct answer (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, p. 262). Moreover, in chapter eleven, when Victor recovers 

from his feverish episode of lost time after the ‘reanimation’ of Keat’s corpse, 

his manservant Fred reveals that during his ravings Victor recited a verse 

from Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem, “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”: 

Like one, that on a lonesome road 

Doth walk in fear and dread,  

And having once turned round, walks on 

And turns no more his head:  

Because he knows, a frightful fiend  

Doth close behind him tread  

(Lines 451-456, quoted in The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 

137, original emphasis).88 

It is the very same powerfully suggestive verse that can be found at a 

comparable moment in chapter five of Shelley’s Frankenstein, after her 

Victor has brought his creature to life and spent the following days in a 

                                                   
87 Lines 743-745, quoted in Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 1. 

88 See Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, in The Norton 
Anthology of English Literature: The Romantic Period. Eight Edition. Volume D, ed. by 
Jack Stillinger and Deidre Shauna Lynch (New York: W. W. Norton, 2006), pp. 430-446. 
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similarly agitated manner.89 Earlier in Ackroyd’s narrative, in chapter 

seven, Victor travels to Oxford to attend the first of Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge’s (real) lecture series, “The Course of English Poetry”, which 

Ackroyd paraphrases from the historical figure’s original discussion of the 

poetic imagination (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, pp. 73-75). 

Coleridge’s words profoundly excite Victor for he understands them as a way 

of affirming his own obsession with discovering, and harnessing, the spirit 

of existence, and fervently believes he will be able to achieve his goal since: 

What can be imagined, can be formed into the image of truth. The 

vision could be created. […] The imagination is the strongest possible 

power. […] Under the force of the imagination, nature itself is 

changed (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 75).  

Another example of such textual hauntings by notable Romantics 

and their works that contribute to the palimpsestic metafictional 

reconstruction of Ackroyd’s Frankenstein story can be found in chapter ten, 

in which Victor’s experimental electrocution of his own hand while waiting 

for the Doomsday Men to deliver Jack Keat’s fresh corpse prompts an 

experience of automatic writing (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, pp. 

126-127). During this episode, Victor’s hand “trembling violently with some 

voluntary impulse” begins to energetically write in a “large and florid” 

unknown script:  

I cannot think of external things as having an external existence, […] 

and I commune with everything I see as something not apart from 

but inherent in my own nature. To feel is to exist. […] I am 

suspended among uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any 

recourse to fact or reason (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 

126, original emphasis).  

In a “feverish state of excitation” following the strange episode, Victor asks 

of himself (and perhaps of his reader too): “What secret voice was 

manifesting itself within the power of the electrical fluid?” (The Casebook of 

Victor Frankenstein, p. 126). The ‘secret voice’ behind the automatic writing 

                                                   
89 Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 60. 
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Victor produces is in fact that of the Romantic poet John Keats, for as Wilt 

offhandedly suggests, the ‘voice’ appears to paraphrase lines from Keats’ 

personal letter on ‘Negative Capability’ sent to his brothers, George and 

Tom, in December 1817:  

[A]t once it struck me, what quality went to form a Man of 

Achievement […] I mean Negative Capability, that is when man is 

capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any 

irritable reaching after fact & reason.90 

Victor’s possessed hand thus appears to be textually haunted by the words 

of the ‘real’ Keats, and the metafictional parallels that Ackroyd draws here 

between Victor and his (soon-to-be) monster’s namesake are highly 

suggestive. In an invocation of Keats’ idea of Negative Capability – a creative 

state of mind reached when the artist removes themselves from their work 

in order to empathetically embrace the unknown and the other by 

distancing their reasoning self in favour of the passive artistic Imagination 

– Ackroyd’s Victor literally surrenders his rational self to this ‘secret voice’ 

within him, a voice that is later revealed to be the mental projection of the 

monster his imagination created when he could not physically resurrect 

Jack Keat’s corpse that very same night. As we will come to see, this 

sequence of events becomes part of the catalyst for the final dissolution of 

Victor’s reasoning self into the monster he has created within his 

imagination, since the Keatsian voice of the automatic writing, to quote 

Charnick, “speaks of Frankenstein’s projection of himself onto the life 

around him, a trait seen from the outset of his narrative”, which I endeavour 

to show only intensifies further as Victor passively succumbs to this ‘secret 

voice’ his reasoning self cannot reach.91  

                                                   
90 John Keats, Selected Letters of John Keats, ed. by Grant F. Scott (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2009), pp. 59-61 (p. 60). Wilt mentions the 
association briefly in the conclusion of her chapter but she does not include the text of 
Keats’ letter for comparison, nor a footnote to the source. For a discussion of Keats’ famous 
principle of Negative Capability, which he only ever referenced once in his writings in this 
letter, see the seminal text by Graham Hough, The Romantic Poets (London: Arrow Books, 
1958), pp. 166-180. 

91 Charnick, “Peter Ackroyd's Imaginary Projections”, p. 66. 
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Moreover, for a reader familiar with Shelley’s Frankenstein there are 

moments throughout Ackroyd’s narrative where one finds lines from the 

original novel that have been rewritten verbatim, forming textual echoes 

that generate an uncanny feeling of déjà vu as the reading experience 

becomes doubled. For instance, in chapter five of The Casebook, Ackroyd’s 

Victor explains his conviction to the reader, “I would pioneer a new way, 

explore unknown powers, and unfold to the world the deepest mysteries of 

creation”, which is precisely the same declaration of purpose Shelley’s Victor 

utters in chapter three of Frankenstein (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, p. 46).92 In other circumstances, Ackroyd plays with or 

parodies Shelley’s words, and the echoic presence of these ‘ghosts’ of 

Shelley’s sentences within his own further contributes to this sense of 

textual haunting. For example, the chapter following Victor’s ‘successful’ 

reanimation of Keat’s corpse opens with the phrase, “It was a morning in 

November” (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 141), which is a clear 

reversal of the famous sentence that begins the reanimation chapter of 

Shelley’s Frankenstein, “It was on a dreary night of November”, and were 

the first words Shelley wrote in the original version of the story according to 

the “Author’s Introduction to the Standard Novels Edition (1831)”.93 In 

chapter nineteen of his novel, Ackroyd even goes so far as to recreate the 

scene of the conception of the original Frankenstein story as Shelley 

describes it within the “Author’s Introduction”, in his narrative’s version of 

the events that took place that night at Villa Diodati, albeit with the inclusion 

of Shelley’s titular character (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, pp. 248-

257). In light of Shelley’s account of the story’s origins, Andrew Smith writes 

in the introduction to The Cambridge Companion to Frankenstein that her 

novel “seems to be the product of a cursed imagination”, which I believe 

aptly encapsulates Ackroyd’s own metafictional interpretation of Shelley’s 

                                                   
92 “I will pioneer a new way, explore unknown powers, and unfold to the world the deepest 
mysteries of creation”, Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 49.  

93 Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 58. See Mary Shelley, “Author’s Introduction to the Standard 
Novels Edition (1831)”, in Frankenstein, pp. 5-10 (p. 10). 
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story to be the product of the cursed imagination of Victor Frankenstein 

himself, an idea to which we will return in the conclusion of this chapter.94 

Ackroyd’s reimagining of Shelley’s story is further (inter)textually 

haunted by other famous nineteenth-century Gothic works that are 

appropriated in various ways to construct his highly metafictional narrative 

of what is eventually revealed to be a story about the fabrication of a 

narrative. For example, the tale that Ackroyd’s John William Polidori 

invents for the Villa Diodati ghost story competition in chapter nineteen, 

“The Vampire”, is clearly inspired by the ‘real’ Polidori’s famous work 

conceived that stormy night, “The Vampyre”, later published in 1819.95 

However, in Ackroyd’s novel, the scene from the work that Polidori 

describes to the guests on that same night, of a mysterious schooner 

wrecked beneath the cliffs of Whitby Abbey found carrying only four empty 

coffins, instead echoes the arrival of the titular character of Bram Stoker’s 

Dracula published decades later in 1897, and whose depiction of the 

modern vampire as an aristocratic villain is widely regarded as heavily 

indebted to Polidori’s original ‘vampyre’, Lord Ruthven (inspired by the 

‘real’ Lord Byron) (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 254).96 Another 

nineteenth-century Gothic novel that appears ‘out of time’ in Ackroyd’s 

narrative is Charles Robert Maturin’s Melmoth the Wander, first published 

in 1820, which Ackroyd alternatively depicts as a play, “Cunningham’s 

latest”, performed years before the ‘real’ novel’s publication at the Theatre 

Royal in Drury Lane by an actor named Nugent (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, p. 28).97 Victor and Bysshe attend the opening night’s 

                                                   
94 Andrew Smith, “Introduction”, in The Cambridge Companion to Frankenstein 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 1-10 (p. 1). 

95 John William Polidori, “The Vampyre (1819)”, in The Vampyre and Other Tales of the 
Macabre, ed. by Robert Morrison and Chris Baldick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1997), pp. 246-251. The historical figure of John William Polidori did indeed act as Lord 
Byron’s personal physician and accompanied him on the trip to Lake Geneva just as 
Ackroyd portrays in his novel’s version of the events. However, Ackroyd specifically 
changes Polidori’s faith from Catholicism to Judaism in his depiction, since it becomes the 
primary way in which Polidori and his medical pseudo-science is presented as the foil to 
Frankenstein’s own, particularly so when Polidori reveals an occult means for artificially 
creating life, that of the legend of the Golem from Jewish folklore, which is a religious 
alternative to Frankenstein’s own scientific attempts, The Casebook of Victor 
Frankenstein, pp. 220-222, p. 257, p. 292. 

96 Stoker, Dracula, pp. 72-84. 

97 Charles Robert Maturin, Melmoth the Wanderer (1820. London: Penguin Books, 2000). 
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performance in chapter four, and many of the lines delivered by the actor 

are excerpts from Maturin’s novel intermingled with those of Ackroyd’s 

invention, which serve to emphasise Maturin’s flawed Faustian character in 

order to foreshadow the parallels with Frankenstein’s own (The Casebook 

of Victor Frankenstein, pp. 32-34). For example, Victor recounts feeling 

“powerfully affected” by one scene in particular (but he cannot yet 

understand why), in which Ackroyd’s Melmoth paraphrases lines from 

chapter thirty-two of Maturin’s novel by exclaiming: “I have committed the 

great angelic sin – pride and intellectual glorying. Now I am doomed to 

wander. Melmoth has become Cain, outcast upon the face of the earth!” 

(The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 33, original emphasis).98 The lines 

which Melmoth then continues to deliver that so affect Victor can be found 

word for word in chapter thirty-eight of Maturin’s novel: 

“The secret of my destiny rests with myself. If all that fear has 

invented, and incredulity believe of me to be true, to what does it 

amount? That if my crimes have exceeded those of mortality, so will 

my punishment. I have been on earth a terror–” (The Casebook of 

Victor Frankenstein, p. 33, original emphasis).99 

The performance is Victor’s first visit to the theatre in London, and the 

experience of the “art of personification” absorbs and overwhelms him in a 

manner comparable to Elizabeth Cree’s first encounter with the music hall 

in chapter five of Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem (The Casebook of 

Victor Frankenstein, p. 33). Drawing an intertextual parallel to his own 

work of Gothic fiction, then, like Lambeth Marsh Lizzie Ackroyd’s Victor 

similarly finds the actor on the stage to be “more vivid for being two people”, 

he too believes that they “had acquired twice the power of any single human 

being”, and likewise deems the fantastical world in which they dwell to be 

“an image more real than reality itself” (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, pp. 33-34). 

Furthermore, it is during this performance that Victor first 

encounters the aggregated power of the “London crowd” in close quarters, 

                                                   
98 Maturin, p. 557. 

99 Maturin, p. 601. 
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and describes feeling “somewhat in fear of it” since its masses “resembled 

some restless creature in search of prey”, which prompts him to nervously 

consider whether “many lives make up one life?” (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, p. 32). The description of the city and its inhabitants in this 

anthropomorphised manner recurs throughout the narrative. Upon moving 

to the city, Victor is struck by the “immensity of its life”, again describing it 

in abhuman terms, as “London seemed ungovernable, obeying laws 

mysterious to itself, like some dim phantasm stalking through the world” 

(The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 12). When walking the city’s 

streets, Victor often describes the feeling of being stalked by such a ‘dim 

phantasm’, and it is an experience that gradually builds in intensity as the 

narrative progresses and he begins to partake in regular “night walks”:  

I pursued the loneliest and most silent ways, but there were moments 

when I believed that I could hear footsteps behind me echoing on the 

cobbles. I would start and look over my shoulder, expecting to see a 

form or the shadow of a form; but I saw nothing at all. The nights of 

London are gloomy enough, with all of its miserable lives pent up 

close together, but for a melancholy man they are an emanation or 

reflection of his own fearfulness (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, p. 120).  

Such imagery is exemplary of the depiction of the city in Victorian Urban 

Gothic works, in which ‘supernatural’ elements are a manifestation of the 

anxieties of the present period and function to facilitate the self-conscious 

realisation that the ‘monster’ actually lies within modern society, for the 

sources of horror in these works are often to be found in the corruption of 

the bourgeois domestic space and the threatening excesses of the modern 

metropolis, that both lead to the feared perversion of the self.100 That the 

Victorian city has become so synonymous with the tropes of the Urban 

Gothic is certainly in part because of the genre’s ‘birth’ during the period as 

                                                   
100 For further discussion of the endurance of the specifically Victorian aspects of the revival 
of the Gothic since the 1840s, see the following representative examples: Alison Milbank, 
“The Victorian Gothic in English novels and stories, 1830-1880”, in The Cambridge 
Companion to Gothic Fiction, ed. Hogle, pp. 145-165; Punter and Byron, “Victorian 
Gothic”, in The Gothic, pp. 26-31; and, Alexandra Warwick, “Victorian Gothic”, in The 
Routledge Companion to Gothic, ed. by Spooner and McEvoy, pp. 29-37. 
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well as the enduring popularity of such late-Victorian Gothic works. 

However, it is also the neo-Victorian’s continual return to the forms and 

styles of the Urban Gothic, to its iconic foggy, cobblestoned, labyrinthine 

image of ‘darkest’ London that Ackroyd’s Frankenstein evokes, that so 

haunts the contemporary work with such uncanny effects. As Botting writes, 

in the genre’s shift from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century, “[t]error 

became secondary to horror, the sublime ceded to the uncanny”, and this is 

exactly what Ackroyd achieves in his version of Frankenstein.101 By 

transposing the ‘sublime’ romantic mountainous European landscapes of 

Shelley’s original text into a darkly evocative vision of the ‘uncanny’ in the 

Victorian city of London, the ‘terror’ of the man-made monster becomes the 

‘horror’ of the monster that can be made within a man. Hence, it is this 

recurring image of the city’s “fetid body” that has an overwhelming effect on 

Frankenstein’s fragile mental state, for the paranoia that he feels of a “black 

shadow forever following” him through its alleys and the belief that his 

“entrance into the underworld of London” caused his loss of faith aggravate 

the instabilities within him that eventually drive him to project this “fetid 

body” through his very own as the Monster (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, p. 15). This projection extends the novel’s neo-Victorian 

textual affinities further for it is a trope that echoes the relationship between 

the city and the doppelgänger established in Stevenson’s Strange Case of 

Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, and while this is a line of analysis which will be 

pursued in the following chapter, in the next section I will examine the way 

in which such textual affinities are conveyed through a close reading of the 

concluding chapter of Ackroyd’s novel in which his own uncanny 

doppelgänger twist is dramatically revealed.  

 

 

 

 

                                                   
101 Fred Botting, Gothic (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), p. 11.  
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“WAIT UNTIL I HAVE REACHED THE END OF MY STORY” 102 

 

In the conclusion of The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, enthused 

by his promising plan for the monster’s imminent destruction, Victor is 

driven by a compulsion to confess his “strange case” to Polidori, as he 

explains:  

My exhilaration and sense of achievement were such that I might 

have cried them aloud in the streets. […] I could hardly wait to tell 

the story of my success (p. 290, my emphasis). 

Victor now suddenly seems to relish the opportunity to share the story of his 

“success” with the man he had hitherto regarded suspiciously as a rival, and 

there is a noticeable theatricality to his delivery when recounting his 

monster’s creation; he lowers his voice, “wept throughout the narrative”, 

pauses for dramatic effect at the description of his victims “and found myself 

to be shaking”, yet inwardly he remains “very calm” and keenly observant of 

Polidori’s reactions to his performance (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, pp. 290-291). The scene echoes Elizabeth Cree’s equally 

revealing confessional performance the night before her execution in the 

concluding chapters of Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, and the 

similarities that can be drawn between the two protagonists here are 

significant. Like Elizabeth, Victor is fanatically driven by a singular 

ambition to gain notoriety for his work, often at the expense of all else in his 

life, for he egotistically believes he alone is capable of such success, and is 

thus deeply suspicious of those who may pose any potential threat to his 

pursuits. Hence, when it is revealed at the novel’s end that Victor’s macabre 

experiments did not succeed and he was unable to resurrect the corpse of 

his friend, it becomes apparent that his failure to complete his life’s work is 

what drove him mad, triggering the unconscious creation of an alter-ego, 

the Monster, through whom he could enact murderous vengeance on those 

around him for his own failings, just as Elizabeth’s public humiliation for 

her failed production of Misery Junction drove her to do the same, albeit 

                                                   
102 Ackroyd, The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 291. 
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consciously, under the guise of the ‘Limehouse Golem’.103 Finally, a perverse 

sense of pride is what urges both Victor and Elizabeth to tell the story of 

their ‘success’, and it is precisely this act that eventually leads to both of their 

downfalls. Since for both characters, it is because of their decision to tell 

their stories, for them to be written down and recorded, that it is revealed 

that the monsters’ voices have in fact been their own, that they too were the 

authors of these narratives.  

Moreover, Victor’s downfall at the narrative’s conclusion is revealed 

to be a direct consequence of his decision to share the story of his success 

with Polidori, for the repercussions of this compulsive act culminate in the 

violent psychotic episode that ends his narrative which, I argue, can be read 

as symptomatic of a confrontation with the uncanny’s ‘return of the 

repressed’. When Victor’s plan to destroy the monster by reversing the 

electrical charge merely disfigures his creation, confirming its apparent 

immortality much to both of their distress, it is Polidori who exposes the 

true reason for Victor’s failure to him:  

“There is nothing here. No one is with you. There is no creature. […] 

You have lived in your imagination, Victor. You have dreamed all 

this. Invented it” (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 295).  

In this moment, Victor is abruptly confronted with the reality that the 

murderous monster he sees before him is actually a mental projection of his 

own splintered psyche, a psychological doppelgänger birthed from the 

miscarriage of his life’s work. That Polidori’s revelation comes immediately 

after Victor’s experiments have yet again failed is crucial, for it is what 

triggers the conscious return of what he has subconsciously repressed at 

precisely such a traumatic moment earlier in the narrative, that, in Freud’s 

words, the “self may thus be duplicated, divided and interchanged”.104 

Consequently, the shattering of Victor’s ego once more brings about the 

state of psychological vulnerability essential for a confrontation with the 

uncanny’s return of the repressed, since Polidori’s revelation of Victor’s 

                                                   
103 An analysis of both Victor and Elizabeth’s creation of their murderous doubles, and the 
reasons for the splitting of the self in this manner, will be discussed further in the following 
chapter.  

104 Freud, p. 142. 
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failures forcefully brings to light “everything that was intended to remain 

secret, hidden away, and has come into the open”.105  However, it becomes 

clear that Victor is too mentally unstable to process the return of what he 

has repressed, for upon learning that his creature is but a creation of his own 

madness and that he is the one responsible for the deaths of those around 

him, Victor surrenders to his divided self: “I sprang at him [Polidori]. I 

lunged forward and destroyed him. No, not I. The creature tore him to 

pieces with his bare hands” (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 296). 

Hence, Ackroyd takes literally the psychological premise that underlies 

Shelley’s novel, that in the process of creating a monster Victor 

Frankenstein himself becomes one, since in Ackroyd’s version the ‘physical’ 

creation of the monster only ever occurs in Victor’s mind, Frankenstein is 

and always was the monster of the story. In a playfully ironic twist on 

Ackroyd’s part, then, Frankenstein has now truly become a name worthy of 

Shelley’s iconic Monster. 

Deviating at this crucial point from the premise of Shelley’s story that 

Victor and his creation are always separate autonomous individuals, the 

dénouement of Ackroyd’s narrative is instead foreshadowed by the author 

through the creation of his own Gothic intertext, the tale of a madman’s 

compulsion to confess his crimes, which Polidori relates to Victor in the 

novel’s penultimate chapter because he is wary of Victor’s secrecy and 

suspicious of whether Victor has “ever done a wicked thing […] to prove that 

you could do it?” (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 279, original 

emphasis). The tale that Ackroyd creates which so profoundly haunts Victor 

is of Monro, a Clerk in Holy Orders, who had lost faith in his work and 

sought freedom from his daily torment, believing that he could find “his 

salvation in one unreasonable act” of murder without motive, perhaps of a 

random child, by theorising that he would be “free of God” if he took no 

pleasure in the crime, and if he did, then he would “become a god” able to 

live “beyond the gates of good and evil” (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, p. 279). Polidori then explains to an enthralled Victor that 

Monro carried out his plan by killing an old woman and felt no remorse, 

                                                   
105 Freud, p. 132. 
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rather he exulted daily in its success and revelled in his work. Monro felt 

such pride for his crime that he eventually became overwhelmed by the 

desire to share his story from the pulpit, for which he was arrested and 

imprisoned in an asylum (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 280). 

Frankenstein is deeply affected by Polidori’s tale, which he later believes to 

have been directly responsible for his own compulsive desire “to divulge all 

the horrors for which I was responsible”, yet he remains unwilling to admit 

to himself that his strange feelings are a product of “triumph rather than 

guilt” over his questionable actions, which his confessional impulse and his 

subsequent violent breakdown retrospectively betray to the reader (The 

Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 280).  

The character of Victor Frankenstein in Shelley’s novel is also 

similarly driven to tell his story. However, he is motivated by overwhelming 

feelings of guilt for the death of his loved ones, and, following his confession 

to the authorities, he too is imprisoned as a madman, but he is later released 

and pledges his life to the pursuit of his creation across the world towards 

their mutual destruction.106 At the comparable moment in the final chapter 

of The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, however, there is no such 

opportunity for redemption for Ackroyd’s Victor. His story is much more 

like that of the madman Monro, which made such a “strange impression” on 

him that it first prompts the psychological beginnings of what will be his 

final encounter with the uncanny, with the conscious return of what he has 

subconsciously repressed by splitting his psyche, that the murderous 

actions of his monstrous double are his own (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, p. 280). Like Monro, Victor’s compulsive confession is 

similarly motivated by a perverse sense of pride in his success, and when he 

is later confronted by Polidori with the return of what he has repressed from 

himself, that his experiment failed and he is the monster behind the 

murders, it becomes clear that it was the loss of faith in his life’s work that 

drove him mad just as it did Monro. On the novel’s last page, it is even 

suggested that Victor consciously imitated Monro’s attempt to release 

himself of his moral burdens after hearing the tale, for Polidori’s 

                                                   
106 Shelley, Frankenstein, pp. 202-204. 
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questioning triggers Victor to consciously surrender himself to the violent 

monster that exists within:  

“Who is Fred?” the creature asked me in a whisper. 

I did not know how to respond. How could I explain the 

disappearance of the child who had loved me? How could I say that 

his body was to be found in the limepit by the foreshore?  

Polidori looked at me and then he asked: “Did you destroy Fred 

also?” 

“I said enough!” 

I sprang at him. I lunged forward and destroyed him. No, not I. The 

creature tore him to pieces with his bare hands.  

Then we wandered out, the creature and I, into the world where we 

were taken up by the watchmen (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, p. 296, original emphasis).  

As the subsequent and final paragraph of the novel reveals, he too has 

suffered the same fate as the mad Monro of Polidori’s story. The text we have 

been reading is in fact Superintendent Fredrick Newman’s ‘strange 

casebook’ on his patient Victor Frankenstein, who is a criminally insane 

inmate at the Hoxton Mental Asylum for Incurables (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, p. 296). 

By concluding Victor’s first-person narration in this way, Ackroyd 

leaves the reader in a state of uncertainty that is characteristic of how Freud 

describes the experience of the uncanny in literature, generated by those 

moments in which the author is able to “prevent us [the reader] from 

guessing the presuppositions that underlie his chosen world, or he may 

cunningly withhold such crucial enlightenment right to the end”.107 That the 

narrative’s uncanny twist is revealed to the reader in precisely this way 

within the final sentence of Ackroyd’s novel thus raises an important 

question concerning the (un)reliability of the narrator and the validity of his 

story. Since, as Charnick has rightly asked, if Victor’s narration is 

                                                   
107 Freud, p. 157. 
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understood to have been “the statement of a madman, then which of the 

events it describes are to be seen as memories rather than as moments of 

delusions?”108 The uncertainty that this ambiguity provokes is further 

suggestive of Vidler’s understanding of the uncanny as a “mental state of 

projection”, as an experience that “elides the boundaries of the real and the 

unreal” by creating a “disturbing ambiguity, a slippage between waking and 

dreaming”.109 As Victor’s first-person recount of the narrative’s events 

progresses, this slippage is made increasingly evident by his escalating 

confusion over moments of dreaming or hallucination, and his growing 

experience of unexplained periods of lost time. The episodes begin after 

Victor witnesses the power of galvanic electricity at Sir Humphry Davy’s 

lecture in chapter three, in which Victor vividly envisions the story Davy 

describes to the audience of Scottish galvanist James Macpherson’s first 

human reanimation experiment, and upon leaving the lecture feels as if he 

is being frantically chased through the streets by an unseen pursuer, and 

then dreams of being buried alive with this unknown other beside him (The 

Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, pp. 22-24, pp. 29-30). As the narrative 

progresses, these episodes intensify around Victor’s interactions with the 

creature, and are exacerbated by his growing dependency on laudanum and 

alcohol. In one such circumstance for example, Victor experiences a 

hallucination in which the stones of the city’s streets “began to shriek – in 

agony, in fear, in consternation […] but as I hurried down the streets, and 

turned down other alleys, the screaming grew more immense” (The 

Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 233). As David Punter and Glennis 

Byron have pertinently suggested, the Gothic mode is often “the terrain of 

hallucination”, for in such works the reader is habitually made “unsure of 

the reliability of the narrator’s perceptions, and thus of the extent to which 

we as readers are enjoined to participate in them or to retain a critical 

distance”.110 The confessional testimonial of an unreliable narrator is a well-

rehearsed trope in Victorian Gothic fiction, one as Spooner writes in 

Contemporary Gothic: 

                                                   
108 Charnick, “Peter Ackroyd’s Imaginary Projections”, p. 53. 

109 Vidler, p. 11. 

110 Punter and Byron, “Hallucination and the Narcotic”, in The Gothic, pp. 293-297 (p. 293). 
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in which it is often difficult to tell where the narrator’s internal world 

stops and the external world begins: landscape exists to reflect back 

the obsessions and preoccupations of the speaker and contains no 

external reference points.111  

Hence, in Ackroyd’s novel, the capacity the first-person narrative form has 

to evoke the uncanny lies in precisely this Gothic approach to deceptive 

(un)reliability, since it is Victor’s narration that, to quote Charnick, 

“primarily provides the imaginative ground in which the creature finds itself 

as a projection”, unbeknownst to both Victor and the reader alike until the 

novel’s very last lines.112  

As Judith Wilt suggests, then, perhaps The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein is “itself pure text, a monster aggregated from parts”.113 We 

may consider Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem in the same vein, since 

the Limehouse Golem persona could be understood to be itself purely 

textual for it is constructed, to quote Wolfreys, from “a textual trace, a 

shared, communal memory, given life only through the articulation of its 

possibility”.114 Much like Frankenstein’s creation who only really ‘lives’ in 

the ramblings of a madman’s diary, the Limehouse Golem “only ‘exists’ in 

writing, in the form of words on the page”, whether that page is to be found 

within the fake ‘John’ Cree diary, or the nineteenth-century newspaper 

articles that first give the Golem its name, or even within this text which the 

unnamed contemporary historian has composed.115 In Ackroyd’s fiction, 

Suzanne Keen proposes, his “historical pastiche” can be found at its most 

successful when it “evokes the life and consciousness of past periods by 

speaking its lines again”.116 In Keen’s words one is reminded of Ackroyd’s 

definition of the monopolylinguist, and the uncanny ability that they have 

to use their own voice to bring (back) to life those of many others, regardless 

of whether those voices are from real people or imagined characters. 

                                                   
111 Spooner, p. 54. 

112 Charnick, “Peter Ackroyd’s Imaginary Projections”, p. 65. 

113 Wilt, p. 81. 

114 Wolfreys, “Peter Ackroyd and the ‘endless variety’ of the ‘eternal city’”, p. 153. 

115 Wolfreys, “Peter Ackroyd and the ‘endless variety’ of the ‘eternal city’”, p. 154. 

116 Keen, p. 126. 
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Through its oxymoronic etymology, monopolylinguism appears then to 

reflect that of the uncanny, and the paradoxical nature of the uncanny 

encounter as one that makes strange the familiar with the unfamiliar, the 

unknown with the known, is reflected in the déjà-vu-like experience that 

comes with speaking the lines of the past again. The experience of the 

uncanny is effectively derived from the creation of precisely such feelings of 

uncertainty in The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein and Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem. For, one can conclude, not only are each of the novels’ 

first-person narratives communicated by monopolylinguistic characters 

later revealed to be unreliable narrators, but in both works Ackroyd 

performs the very same role as the author by playing with history, by 

blurring the boundaries between fact and fiction, and by speaking the lines 

of the past again to render unfamiliar familiar textual worlds in order to 

create his own.  
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Photograph 8: The glass ceiling of the Great Court in the British Museum, London (Author, 7 March 
2016). 
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PART TWO: TEXTUAL HAUNTINGS & THE GHOSTS OF THE GOTHIC 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

MONSTERS, GHOSTS, AND GOLEMS:  

THE DOPPELGÄNGER IN PETER ACKROYD’S 

GOTHIC HISTORIOGRAPHIC METAFICTIONS 

 

“The modern Gothic is a narrative of altered selves and shifting, fluid 

identities within a metropolis that itself has lost coherence and stability.” 

Linda Dryden1 

 

Thus far in this study, I have endeavoured to show the various ways 

in which the tropes of the Gothic and the uncanny figure in the literary 

London of Ackroyd’s construction to varying effects. In this final chapter, I 

turn to a discussion of the role that the trope of Gothic doubling plays in 

Ackroyd’s historiographic metafictional worlds. I shall explore how the 

trope can be read through the uncanny representation of the doppelgänger 

pairings of the protagonists that haunt the London(s) of Ackroyd’s four 

Gothic historiographic metafictions, Hawksmoor, The House of Doctor 

Dee, Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, and The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein. However, it is first necessary to contextualise the concept of 

the doppelgänger in relation to the uncanny, and to the Gothic, within 

existing academic scholarship. Since the publication of Sigmund Freud’s 

seminal essay “Das Unheimliche, or, The Uncanny”, the figure of the 

doppelgänger as a vision of the self which is “duplicated, divided and 

interchanged” has been widely understood to be symptomatic of a personal 

confrontation with the uncanny’s ‘return of the repressed’, for the double 

appears as a literal embodiment of what we have psychologically repressed 

                                                   
1 Dryden, p. 41. 
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from our own selves.2 As such, Freud’s essay is frequently employed as a 

means through which the appearance of the double may be effectively read 

in the Gothic, both figuratively and psychologically, and it is a practice with 

which I will engage in the analyses of this chapter. In much of the theoretical 

scholarship available on the uncanny, focus is placed on the role that 

repetition and doubling play in Freud’s (and subsequently, other theorists’) 

formulation of the return of the repressed, and so a reading of the 

significance of the presence of the doppelgänger often becomes a key 

component of the analytical work.3 However, contemporary academic 

criticism that is dedicated to the figure of the doppelgänger is surprisingly 

under-represented in Gothic scholarship, and while the ‘classic motif’ of the 

Gothic double is widely referenced, many of the encyclopedias, critical 

readers, and companions to the Gothic that have been published over the 

years do not include a specific entry on either the topic of the doppelgänger, 

or the Gothic double.4 

To elaborate briefly on Freud’s theorisation of the doppelgänger as 

it is described in “The Uncanny”, then, let us begin with its definition. 

According to Freud, this experience of the uncanny is one in which “a person 

may identify himself with another and so become unsure of his true self; or 

he may substitute the other’s self for his own”.5 Freud proceeds to outline a 

short historical study of the motif within the context of the development of 

human civilisation with reference to his protégé Otto Rank’s 1914 

                                                   
2 Freud, p. 142. 

3 For some representative examples of such scholarship, see the following: Hélène Cixous, 
“Fiction and Its Phantoms: A Reading of Freud's Das Unheimliche (The "Uncanny")”, New 
Literary History 7.3 (Spring 1976), 525-548; Mladen Dolar, “‘I Shall Be with You on Your 
Wedding-Night’: Lacan and the Uncanny”, October 58 (Autumn 1991), 5-23; Sarah 
Kofman, “The Double is/and The Devil: The Uncanniness of The Sandman (Der 
Sandmann)”, in Freud and Fiction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), pp. 119-62; Royle, pp. 
187-202; and, Samuel Weber, “The Sideshow, Or: Remarks on a Canny Moment”, MLN 
88.6 (1973), 1102-33. 

4 Examples of where such entries can be found include: Antonio Ballesteros Gonzalez, 
“Doppelgänger”, in The Handbook to Gothic Literature, ed. by Marie Mulvey-Roberts (New 
York: New York University Press, 1998), p. 264; Andrew Smith, “Gothic Doubles”, in Gothic 
Literature (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), pp. 94-101; and, Dale 
Townshend, “Doubles”, in The Encyclopedia of the Gothic, ed. by William Hughes, David 
Punter, and Andrew Smith (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell Publishing, 2013), pp. 190-195. 

5 Freud, p. 142. 
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anthropological-cum-psychopathological study, “Der Doppelgänger”.6 He 

resolves that the presence of a double remains connected with “mirror 

images, shadows, guardian spirits, the doctrine of the soul and the fear of 

death” from the myth and folklore of early societies; however, the meaning 

derived from a haunting encounter with a doppelgänger has changed over 

time to one that now predominantly evokes an unnerving experience of the 

uncanny.7 The animistic duplication the double embodied, Freud argues, 

was “originally an insurance against the extinction of the self” in accordance 

with the “primordial narcissism that dominates the mental life of both the 

child and primitive man,” but when humans evolve beyond this spiritualist 

understanding as a society through the advancements of modernity, and as 

an individual through the phases of psychological development, “the 

meaning of the ‘double’ changes: having once been an assurance of 

immortality, it becomes the uncanny harbinger of death”.8  

It is from this later position that Freud suggests that the uncanny 

feelings that a confrontation with the double now predominantly provoke as 

a foreshadowing of one’s death comes from the double’s ability to induce the 

return of the repressed and thus place us within a state of psychological 

regression, since it is “a creation that belongs to the primitive phase in our 

mental development”.9 This phase being the primary narcissism of our 

childhood when our own death was inconceivable, which has been 

‘surmounted’, or rather, repressed during our transition into adulthood by 

the maturation of our moral conscience and all its processes of self-

realisation, and hence the growing awareness of our own mortality. 

However, such instinctual ‘primitive’ or ‘narcissistic’ beliefs refuse to leave 

us entirely in adulthood, and instead manifest within the unconscious the 

“defensive urge” to reject the image of the doppelgänger “as something 

alien” to ourselves, an anxiety-inducing “object of terror” that threatens the 

stability of our own identity, and thus forces us to question our own 

                                                   
6 Freud, p. 142. See Otto Rank, Double: A Psychoanalytic Study, trans. by Harry Tucker Jr. 
(1925. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1971). 

7 Freud, p. 142. 

8 Freud, p. 142. 

9 Freud, p. 143. 
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mortality.10 As Andrew Smith notes, in Freud’s conceptualisation of the 

uncanny, then, the image of the double thus serves to suggest that, at its 

most basic level, “the self is haunted by repressed feelings which threaten to 

disrupt commonplace notions of everyday reality”.11 Finally, within the last 

footnote to Freud’s essay, Freud even includes a personal anecdote in which 

he recounts his own encounter with the uncanny effect of the doppelgänger 

while on an overnight train journey, to reiterate just “how our own image 

affects us when it confronts us, unbidden and unexpected”.12 Freud writes: 

I was sitting alone in my sleeping compartment when the train 

lurched violently. The door of the adjacent toilet swung open and an 

elderly gentleman in a dressing gown and travelling cap entered my 

compartment. I assumed that on leaving the toilet, which was located 

between the two compartments, he had turned the wrong way and 

entered mine by mistake. I jumped up to put him right, but soon 

realized to my astonishment that the intruder was my own image, 

reflected in the mirror on the connecting door. I can still recall that I 

found his appearance thoroughly unpleasant.13 

The literary motif of the doppelgänger emerged in Western literature 

during the Enlightenment period, and rose to prominence within German 

Romanticism in particular, as the image of an individual haunted by the 

vision of a second self that brought previously held notions of individual 

identity and subjectivity into crisis.14 Translated literally from German as 

‘double-goer’ or ‘double-walker’, popular literary depictions of the 

doppelgänger from the eighteenth century onwards have commonly 

portrayed the double or divided self, in simple terms, as representing a 

battle between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ by contrasting ‘moral’ and ‘immoral’ 

                                                   
10 Freud, p. 143. 

11 Smith, Gothic Literature, p. 6. 

12 Freud, p. 161. 

13 Freud, p. 162. 

14 For the history of the literary origins of the doppelgänger, with specific reference to its 
rise in Western Romanticism, see the following seminal works: John Herdman, The Double 
in Nineteenth-Century Fiction (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 1990); Karl Miller, 
Doubles: Studies in Literary History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985); and Andrew 
J. Webber, The Doppelgänger: Double Visions in German Literature (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1996). 
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behaviours through the respective ‘humanity’ or ‘in/ab-humanity’ of their 

doubled characters. In Gothic fiction in particular, Andrew Smith argues, 

such doubling is often a “clear indication of the internalisation of ‘evil’” in a 

character, but with the increasing secularisation of modern society and its 

reflection in the development of the Gothic genre over the mid- to late 

nineteenth-century, the traditional idea of ‘evil’ becomes “a misnomer 

because such ‘inner’ narratives can be explained in psychological and social, 

rather than strictly theological, terms”.15 Hence, the symbolic and 

psychological potential of the monstrous double firmly situated the 

doppelgänger as one of the most iconic figures in fin-de-siècle Gothic 

fiction. This legacy continues into the contemporary, since, as David Punter 

states in The Literature of Terror, by the end of the nineteenth century “four 

of the most potent of modern literary myths” had been established in such 

works: 

alongside Frankenstein's monster, the Wandering Jew and the 

Byronic vampire we can set the Doppelganger, the mask of 

innocence, the maker of human beings and the new, improved 

vampire of Dracula.16  

The enduring literary motif of the doppelgänger made famous by late 

nineteenth-century Gothic fictions such as Robert Louis Stevenson's 

Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr Hyde and Oscar Wilde's The Picture 

of Dorian Gray, also frequently represented the monstrosity of the 

character’s divided, doubled self as a reflection of the problems of the society 

in which they were created. The Victorians’ cultural anxieties over urban life 

and the potential consequences brought about by such an accelerated rise 

towards modernity as they approached the turn of the century led to a 

widely-held fear that their society was perhaps in the midst of a “crisis of 

civilisation”, and such a fear was often metaphorically embodied by the 

proliferation of Gothic doubles within the literature of the period.17 As Linda 

                                                   
15 Smith, “Gothic Doubles”, p. 94, original emphasis. 

16 Punter, The Literature of Terror, p. 1. 

17 This tenuous experience of modernity at the fin de siècle, particularly felt by the middle-
classes, has been widely referred to as a ‘crisis in civilisation’ in academic literature, see Lyn 
Pykett, “Introduction”, in Reading Fin De Siècle Fictions, ed. by Lyn Pykett (New York: 
Addison Wesley Longman, 1996), pp. 1-21. As Pykett affirms: “the fin de siècle was a time 
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Dryden writes regarding the resurgence of this trope within fin-de-siècle 

Gothic fiction in her exemplary study, The Modern Gothic and Literary 

Doubles:  

Issues of duality – split personalities, physical transformations, 

mistaken identities, doppelgängers – were found to be manifested in 

the social, geographical and architectural schisms of the modern 

city.18  

Contemporary depictions of the doppelgänger in (post)modern Gothic 

works have similarly persisted in this tradition, in which the duality of the 

protagonist simultaneously functions as an externalised depiction of the 

internalisation of psychological trauma as well as that of the traumas of 

modern life. As Dale Townshend notes in his entry on “Doubles” in The 

Encyclopedia of the Gothic, such contemporary depictions are often also 

doubles themselves, for in many modern texts we may find doubled 

versions, both subtle and overt, of the aforementioned famous 

doppelgängers of the Victorian Gothic.19 It is an idea that this study has 

previously explored with reference to textual haunting in Ackroyd’s novels, 

but to which this chapter shall once more return by way of the character of 

the uncanny doppelgänger, since in Townshend’s words, “the Gothic double 

is intertextual […][a]s its highly allusive nature indicates, the double itself 

is bound up in the maddening dynamics of return and repetition”.20  

In the four novels by Ackroyd that have been the primary focus of this 

study, one can find the same approach to Gothic doubling reflected in the 

depiction of each of their protagonists as sharing an uncanny doppelgänger 

relationship with one another, and in turn with the city of London’s Gothic 

genius loci, or, ‘spirit of place’. Previous scholarship has often addressed the 

symbiotic relationship that exists between Ackroyd’s characters and the city, 

however little analysis has yet been done on this connection as one of Gothic 

                                                   
of great cultural ferment […] the rending of social, moral and aesthetic traditions, the 
growth of mass society, the spread of urbanism, the development of consumer culture, and 
the physical and mental deterioration of ‘civilised’ man; in short, it was a crisis in 
civilisation”, p. 2. 

18 Dryden, p. 19. 

19 Townshend, “Doubles”, p. 193. 

20 Townshend, “Doubles”, p. 193. 
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doubling, specifically reflected by the pairs of doppelgänger protagonists 

that populate his historiographic metafiction. For example, Petr Chalupský 

has explored in two separate articles how Ackroyd’s fictional depictions of 

London can be read as “a display of the various irrational aspects of the city 

but, above all, a terrain of insanity, a reflection of the main protagonist’s 

deranged mind”.21 In the same vein, David Charnick has considered the 

development of “the device of imaginary projection” in Ackroyd’s novels as 

one that involves the reader in the psychological “exploration of evil”, which 

culminates with Ackroyd’s portrayal of the Gothic doubles of Frankenstein 

and his (psyche’s) creation.22 Therefore, in what follows, I would like to 

further develop the potential these arguments present for a Gothic reading 

of Ackroyd’s writing, by considering the collection of relationships that exist 

between the uncanny doppelgängers of Ackroyd’s four Gothic 

historiographic metafictions, and the ways in which they reflect the 

principles of Gothic doubling that this study has found to permeate 

Ackroyd’s oeuvre through his repeated reconstruction of London’s history 

as the haunted narrative of its Gothic genius loci. 

 

SEEING DOUBLE:  

READING ACKROYD’S METAFICTIONAL DOPPELGÄNGERS 

 

The uncanny, as Royle writes, is “the experience of something 

duplicitous, diplopic, being double”, and in this capacity it can be found 

everywhere in Ackroyd’s writing, for it is a prominent feature of the textual 

hauntings and repetitions that I have discussed in the previous chapters of 

this study.23 It can be found in Ackroyd’s works in the ways in which the past 

returns to haunt the present through his use of echoic parallel plots or the 

repetition of certain spaces in the city that seem to exist outside of time. It 

is evident in his depiction of ‘real’ historical figures as fictionalised 

                                                   
21 Chalupský, “London of the Mind”, p. 19; “Frankenstein as an Historical, Urban Gothic 
Psycho-Thriller”, pp. 19-34.  

22 Charnick, “Peter Ackroyd's Imaginary Projections”, p. 52. 

23 Royle, p. 16. 
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characters made strange to their historical counterparts, and in his mimetic 

performances of literary ventriloquism and his continual return to the 

works of those ‘London luminaries’ and ‘Cockney visionaries’ that he 

believes celebrate the ‘unofficial’ narratives of London’s past. The uncanny 

experience of the double, Freud suggests, is manifested in the “constant 

recurrence of the same thing, the repetition of the same facial features, the 

same characters, the same destinies, the same misdeeds, even the same 

names”.24 One can find many of these specific experiences of doubling 

represented in almost every London-based novel by Ackroyd, but when 

these texts are read together as a collection of works such uncanny 

repetitions are further revealed to be metafictionally mirrored and 

intertextually doubled between Ackroyd’s fictional worlds. Let us briefly 

consider, then, some pertinent examples of these seemingly incidental 

textual doubles that appear to curiously connect many of Ackroyd’s novels 

together within the literary London of his imagination’s creation.  

The recurrence of strangely familiar versions of the same characters, 

for instance, can be found throughout several of Ackroyd’s novels. There are 

Ackroyd’s almost interchangeable depictions of the city’s homeless 

population, into which “the darkness of London had compressed itself” (The 

Great Fire of London, pp. 134-135), who haunt the same derelict areas in 

The Great Fire of London, Hawksmoor, Chatterton, The House of Doctor 

Dee, and Three Brothers. More specifically, Ackroyd’s recreation of the 

famous Victorian music-hall star Dan Leno does not make his first fictional 

appearance in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, but actually appears 

within an earlier novel, The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde, when Ackroyd’s 

Wilde writes of attending one of Leno’s performances and describes meeting 

“that droll creature” backstage (p. 117).25 Likewise, a young unpublished 

Thomas De Quincey, whose later “On Murder” essays are to play such a 

prominent role in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, is also a character 

                                                   
24 Freud, p. 142. 

25 The ‘real’ figure of Dan Leno is featured within Ackroyd’s first historical study, published 
in 1976, Dressing Up, Transvestism and Drag: The History of an Obsession, and a 
photograph of Leno in pantomime costume is also included, see pp. 101-104. 
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in the novel The Lambs of London.26 Ackroyd’s young De Quincey first 

befriends the Lamb siblings and their circle of friends in chapter nine, and 

by the narrative’s end he seems to have been creatively inspired by the 

sensationalism of Mary Lamb’s matricide, which he finds to be quite “a fine 

story!” (The Lambs of London, p. 208). We encounter yet another echo of 

Dan Leno within First Light, in the form of the now-retired “lugubrious 

Cockney” performer Joey Hanover, who had become “by the Sixties one of 

the most popular of modern comedians”, renowned for his famous 

monopolylinguistic style which is directly compared with Leno’s own (p. 

68). A strikingly similar Joey Hanover appears again in Ackroyd’s most 

recent novel, Three Brothers, but this time at the height of his fame decades 

earlier in his life. Aspiring journalist Harry Hanway coincidentally meets a 

drunken Joey in a London pub, and breaks the story that the celebrated 

performer “had been lured by ATV from BBC Television with the offer of five 

thousand pounds for each half-hour programme”, which becomes a defining 

moment for both of their careers (Three Brothers, p. 57). 

Moreover, many facets of the tale of the three Hanway brothers, 

uncannily born a year apart “at the same time on the same day of the same 

month”, appear to mirror Ackroyd’s own personal experiences of living and 

working in post-war London of the 1960s and ‘70s in which the novel is set 

(Three Brothers, p. 1).27 For example, the eldest brother Harry, driven by 

uncompromising ambition, soon realises “words were cheap, and that they 

could be manufactured by the yard”, and so pursues a career on Fleet Street, 

where he promptly learns how to negotiate the cut-throat (and corrupt) 

world of London journalism, and quickly rises to senior editorial positions 

                                                   
26 In addition to the influence De Quincey has on many of the characters in Dan Leno and 
the Limehouse Golem, his essay on the Ratcliffe Highway murders portrays its first 
powerful effect over a character in an earlier novel, Hawksmoor, when it is “avidly read” 
by Detective Hawksmoor as he tries to understand the pattern of the murders he is 
investigating in the same area, p. 142. Likewise, the occult pattern that the ‘real’ eighteenth-
century architect Nicholas Hawksmoor’s churches are believed to form across the city that 
is the subject of this novel (albeit through Ackroyd’s twisted fictional doppelgängers), is 
initially introduced in his first novel, The Great Fire of London, by the director of the Little 
Dorrit film adaption, Spenser Spender, who ponders the strangeness of the city’s history, 
and how “weird” it is that “if you drew a line between all of Hawksmoor churches, they 
would form a pentangle”, p. 16. 

27 Information on the biographical details of Ackroyd’s life can be found in Wright’s 
introduction to Peter Ackroyd. The Collection: Journalism, Reviews, Essays, Short 
Stories, Lectures, xvii-xxviii. 
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as Ackroyd himself so successfully did in the early years of his literary career 

(Three Brothers, p. 61). The middle brother Daniel’s life also seems to 

double aspects of Ackroyd’s own. They are both gay men from a working-

class ‘council estate’ background who become Cambridge scholars of 

English literature and literary book reviewers, who are commissioned to 

author books about London writers which “concerned the patterns of 

association that linked the people of the city” (Three Brothers, p. 185). 

Similar autobiographical echoes of Ackroyd’s life can also be found in his 

very first novel, The Great Fire of London, within the character of Rowan 

Phillips. A gay Cambridge-based academic of English Literature, Phillips 

had “published a short biography of Wilkie Collins and now was involved in 

a critical study of Charles Dickens – a study, his publisher had told him, ‘for 

the 1980s’”, which are the exact same biographical works that Peter Ackroyd 

would famously publish in the decades following this novel’s release (The 

Great Fire of London, p. 19).28 

Certain names also recur across Ackroyd’s novels with the same déjà 

vu-like effect as the doubling of characters. In the first chapter of 

Chatterton, Charles and his son find the mysterious portrait of the dead poet 

in ‘Leno Antiques’, and the owners of the store, Mr and Mrs Leno, are 

depicted as theatrical caricatures worthy of their famous namesake, the 

Victorian pantomime star Dan Leno. A sign on the store’s front door which 

reads, “Yes. You Are Here. Leno’s” (Chatterton, p. 8), even appears to be an 

echoic answer to Dan Leno’s well-known chorus, “Here we are again!”, a 

phrase which repeatedly punctuates the chapters of Ackroyd’s later novel, 

Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem. A character who goes by the mononym 

of Sparkler first appears in Ackroyd’s novella The Plato Papers, as one of 

Plato’s loyal childhood friends, but there is another character who goes by 

the same mononym within Three Brothers. This Sparkler is an enigmatic 

Dickensian con-man from London’s seedy underworld who becomes the 

secret lover of Daniel Hanway, and it is Daniel who promises to write down 

for Sparkler his fascinating life stories as the suggestively titled collection, 

                                                   
28 In addition to the publication of Dickens in 1990, Ackroyd would some twelve years later 
go on to publish a study of Wilkie Collins (London: Chatto & Windus, 2012). 
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“The Sparkler Papers” (Three Brothers, pp. 83-84). Likewise, Audrey 

Skelton in The Great Fire of London, who is so dissatisfied with her life that 

she believes she has been ‘possessed’ by the ‘spirit’ of Dickens’ character 

Amy Dorrit during a séance (and so herself becomes the fictional character’s 

modern double), also shares the same last name as a minor character in The 

House of Doctor Dee. In this novel, Elizabeth Skelton is a researcher from 

the John Dee Society who visits Matthew at his (and Dee’s) house in 

Clerkenwell and, much like the character of Audrey before her, seems to be 

“one of those sad people, who […] were naturally attracted to occultism as a 

way of escaping the world” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 259).29 

There are even instances in which one can find fragments of the titles 

of Ackroyd’s novels instead referred to as those of another author, in texts 

that appear strangely doubled with his own works. For example, the first 

half of the title of The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde appears in Dan Leno 

and the Limehouse Golem, when the owner of the music hall ‘The Bell in 

Limehouse’, Gertie Latimer, is inspired to use an expensive stage gallows 

mechanism for the opening scene of her production of The Crees of Misery 

Junction because she had seen it “employed very effectively in The Last 

Testament at Drury Lane”; however, in her production it has an 

unexpectedly lethal effect which Oscar Wilde himself witnesses as a member 

of the audience (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 279, p. 281).30 

Similarly, in Chatterton, when Philip Slack is searching the basement of the 

library in which he works for references on the poet Chatterton’s life, he 

finds a novel titled The Last Testament by a nineteenth-century novelist 

named Harrison Bentley, the plot of which concerns a “biographer of a 

                                                   
29 In Metafiction and Myth, Onega performs a detailed reading of Ackroyd’s creation of 
character names in The Great Fire of London, and suggests that they are “an onomastic 
palimpsest of accumulated echoes” of either multiple ‘real’ people or of Dickens’ characters 
which, according to the mythical perspective of her argument, reveals them to be 
“transhistorical or ‘reincarnated’ characters”, pp. 21-24. 

30 “It was a scene which Oscar Wilde remembered when, in ‘The Truth of Masks’, he wrote 
that ‘Truth is independent of facts always, inventing or selecting them at pleasure. The true 
dramatist shows us life under the condition of art, not art in the form of life’”, Dan Leno 
and the Limehouse Golem, p. 281. This is actually a combination of two separate quotations 
that Ackroyd has taken from Oscar Wilde’s real essay, but it is also a revealing statement 
which Ackroyd appears to abide by in the construction of his own art. See Oscar Wilde, “The 
Truth of Masks: A Note on Illusion”, in Intentions, eBook edn (1891. USA: Start Publishing, 
2012), pp. 161-191 (p. 179, p. 186). 
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certain poet, throughout referred to as K–,” who discovers that “his subject, 

at the end of his life, had been too ill to compose the verse which had brought 

him eternal fame; that, in fact, it had been the poet’s wife” (pp. 68-69). 

Philip finds that the “plot seemed oddly familiar”, and experiences the same 

sense of déjà vu when reading the endpaper’s advertisement for another 

novel by Bentley titled Stage Fire, about “an actor who believes himself to 

be possessed by […] famous performers of the past”, which prompts the 

realisation that he had read both stories before in two novels by the 

contemporary author Harriet Scrope (Chatterton, p. 69). Philip’s sense of 

déjà vu is shared with the reader familiar with Ackroyd’s works, for these 

titles mirror two of his previous novels. Stage Fire echoes his first novel, The 

Great Fire of London, which does not concern the historical fire of 1666 but 

a film adaptation of Dickens’ Little Dorrit, in which a young woman is 

‘possessed’ by the spirit of Little Dorrit and which concludes with her setting 

the film stage alight. The title The Last Testament clearly echoes Ackroyd’s 

fictitious deathbed confession of Oscar Wilde, The Last Testament of Oscar 

Wilde, in which Wilde speculates that his companion Maurice, who he asks 

to take dictation from him in his final days, “no doubt […] will invent my 

last hours”, mirroring what Ackroyd himself has done in the writing of this 

text (p. 180, pp. 184-185). Moreover, in Chatterton, the act of plagiarism by 

the author Harriet Scrope (on which Harriet herself muses, see pp. 102-103) 

parodically reflects the ‘real’ fraudulent presentation of the historical 

Thomas Chatterton’s literary works as those of the imaginary fifteenth-

century monk Thomas Rowley, and so further holds a mirror up to 

Ackroyd’s own playful reappropriation of the texts of others in the creation 

of his fictional worlds. Such literary reappropriation is perhaps at its most 

excessive in Ackroyd’s novel English Music, wherein, within the alternate 

chapters of the narrative he creates literary doubles of famous authors and 

their characters that he can ventriloquise in visionary textual pastiches with 

which the young protagonist Timothy actively engages.  

What I have endeavoured to show through these examples of textual 

doubling is how this trope is manifested throughout Ackroyd’s writing in the 

creation of ubiquitous moments of recognition. In such instances of inter- 

and intra-textual repetition, an uncanny remembrance occurs whereby the 
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familiar becomes strange in its familiarity. These moments of literary déjà 

vu, of events, people, places, and titles borrowed from one text and used in 

another, have been previously read by Ackroydian scholars in a variety of 

different ways. Take for example, Gibson and Wolfreys’ deconstructionist 

reading of Ackroyd’s oeuvre, which suggests that these associations are 

nothing more than a textual game, that they are “suggestive connections, 

and remain exactly that, tempting the reader into a search for particular 

meanings, yet denying that these might be anything other than 

coincidences”.31 In the context of this study, then, Susana Onega’s reading 

of these repetitions in Ackroyd’s novels as representative of the principles 

of historiographic metafiction is more pertinent since, as Onega writes, “the 

intertextual game of cross-references and literary appropriations can be 

spread ad infinitum,” for in Ackroyd’s world these connections work to 

reveal that, alongside history, “literature is a huge transhistorical 

palimpsest” that is there to be used and reused again and again.32  

It is important to note that while such instances of textual doubling 

in Ackroyd’s writing could be considered to be uncanny in the way that 

Freud describes, they are not necessarily to be thought of as Gothic simply 

by virtue of their duality. However, I propose that the trope of doubling is 

made Gothic in Hawksmoor and The House of Doctor Dee, and Dan Leno 

and the Limehouse Golem and The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, when 

the uncanny appearance of the double becomes monstrous, through the 

depiction of the doppelgänger as either another strikingly similar self, or, 

as the duplication and projection of the divided self. In what follows, I will 

first discuss the uncanny mirroring of the double as another in the echoic 

pairings of Nicholas Dyer and Nicholas Hawksmoor, and Matthew Palmer 

and Doctor Dee, in Ackroyd’s novels Hawksmoor and The House of Doctor 

Dee respectively, before proceeding to examine the monstrous projection of 

the doppelgänger as the divided self in the character(s) of Elizabeth Cree 

and her ‘Limehouse Golem’, and Victor Frankenstein and his ‘Monster’, in 

                                                   
31 Gibson and Wolfreys, p. 102. 

32 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, pp. 69-70.  
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the novels Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem and The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein.  

 

THE DOUBLE AS ANOTHER IN  

HAWKSMOOR AND THE HOUSE OF DOCTOR DEE 

 

According to Maria Beville in Gothic-Postmodernism: Voicing the 

Terrors of Postmodernity, the depiction of the doppelgänger in the Gothic 

is often portrayed as “a form of bi-location”, wherein an experience of the 

figure “presents itself as a spectral double or an abjection which functions 

as an alter-ego or twin for a character”.33 The doppelgänger relationships 

that exist between the protagonists of the parallel narratives of both 

Hawksmoor and The House of Doctor Dee are representative of precisely 

such an experience of doubling as one of ‘bi-location’, or, of being ‘bi-

located’ in time and space. The similarities between these two texts are 

manifold, and one could even go so far as to playfully consider the books 

themselves to be literary doppelgängers.34 In these novels, while each pair 

of doubled characters is temporally separated by hundreds of years, they 

appear to be spatially bound together through specific locations in the city 

that they occupy, and as both sets of narratives progress, events in their lives 

seem to be increasingly mirrored as if they were transhistorical ‘alter-egos 

or twins’ of one another. Finally, when this uncanny doubling threatens to 

overwhelm each of the narratives, the apparent spatio-temporal separation 

between the doppelgängers collapses completely in the transcendental 

visionary meeting scenes that serve to (ambiguously) conclude both texts, 

which were previously discussed in chapter two of this study. In these 

novels, the protagonists’ experience of bi-location is therefore profoundly 

chronotopic, since each pair is located within the same spaces in the city that 

seemingly persist relatively unchanged through time. It is through these 

                                                   
33 Maria Beville, Gothic Postmodernism: Voicing the Terrors of Postmodernity 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2009), p. 184. 

34 Lewis also comments that the similarities The House of Doctor Dee shares with 
Hawksmoor could make it appear as its “twin, or echo”, p. 74.  
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fundamentally chronotopic spaces, Dyer’s churches in Hawksmoor and 

Dee’s house in The House of Doctor Dee, that the doubled relationship 

between the protagonists is established, for they are transhistorically 

brought together within them and hauntingly experience one (as) another, 

as if their lives have been spectrally bifurcated by time. As such, through 

close textual analysis of Hawksmoor and The House of Doctor Dee, I aim to 

show how the idea of Gothic doubling as a form of bi-location functions on 

multiple levels within the narratives to uncanny effect: firstly, through the 

novels’ textual construction; secondly, through the recurrence of mirrored 

events within their alternating plots; and finally, at their most excessive, 

through the portrayal of the doppelgänger experience as the haunting 

encounter of the self with a spectral ‘alter ego’ or ‘unknown twin’. 

 

DOUBLING BI-LOCATED WITHIN TEXT 

 

Firstly, on the level of textual construction, the uncanny bi-location 

of the doppelgänger experience in both novels is made evident within the 

self-referential reverberations that occur between the beginning and the 

ending sentences of each of the chapters of both works’ alternating parallel 

narratives. Detailed instances of such textual reverberations were explored 

with reference to The House of Doctor Dee in chapter two of this study 

within the context of a chronotopic reading of the haunted house, and 

consequently, the following illustrative examples should be sufficient for the 

purpose of this chapter. At the end of chapter two of The House of Doctor 

Dee, Matthew sees “a globe shining at one end of a thoroughfare” while 

walking at night, which is a sign for the nightclub “The World Turned 

Upside Down”, from which he is shocked to see his friend Daniel emerge 

dressed in drag, and so the chapter ends as a bewildered Matthew “just 

stared and stared at the bright globe of the world turned upside down” (pp. 

48-49). The following chapter, titled “The Library”, then begins with the 

words “[t]he great world is unrolled before me” as Doctor Dee is transfixed 

upon his new copy of a map of the entire world, the “theatrum orbis 

terrarum”, the first early-modern atlas (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 50, 
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original emphasis). Similarly, at the end of chapter four, whilst drunkenly 

urinating in a graveyard Matthew recollects stamping upon “something 

moving” near his foot and explains, “I felt as if I were knocking upon an open 

door”, which is immediately followed in the succeeding chapter, “The 

Abbey”, by Doctor Dee telling his servant, “I hear someone knocking at my 

door”, and that it was loud “enough to wake the dead” (The House of Doctor 

Dee, pp. 142-143).  

These repetitions are themselves a repetition of a literary technique 

first employed by Ackroyd in the opening and closing sentences of the 

chapters of his third novel, Hawksmoor. For example, the first chapter ends 

with Dyer reflecting on the sacrificial burial of the body of the church 

mason’s son, Thomas Hill, on the ground where he had fallen from the tower 

of the church in Spitalfields while laying the last stone (after being distracted 

by Dyer). In the final line, Dyer states, “I am in the Pitte, but I have gone so 

deep that I can see the brightness of the Starres at Noon” (Hawksmoor, p. 

27). Then, in the beginning of chapter two, the reader is introduced to the 

twentieth-century narrative strand with the lines: “At noon they were 

approaching the church in Spitalfields. Their guide had stopped in front of 

its steps and was calling out, ‘Come on! Come on!’” (Hawksmoor, p. 28). 

The phrase the guide shouts is itself an echo of Dyer’s call to Thomas for him 

to “Go on! Go on!” that causes the boy’s fatal fall (as Dyer had willed) at the 

end of the previous chapter, a scene which is echoed again in the 

contemporary chapter when one of the tourists in the guide’s group looks 

up at Christ Church’s tower and asks, “What was that falling there?” 

(Hawksmoor, p. 26, p. 28, original emphasis). The image is then repeated 

once more at the end of chapter two immediately before the first murder 

occurs in the twentieth century, the victim of which is another young boy 

named Thomas Hill. The boy, trapped within the maze of tunnels that form 

the crypt of Christ Church and badly injured, hallucinates that he was 

“falling from the tower as someone cried, Go on! Go on!”, before he 

presumably meets his own end when he “looked up and he saw the face 

above him” (Hawksmoor, p. 49, original emphasis). At the beginning of 

chapter three, Dyer’s own words thus appear to be a direct continuation of 

the lines that ended chapter two, for he says, “The face above me then 
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became a Voice” (Hawksmoor, p. 50). These examples of ‘call and response’ 

word-play echoing across the centuries are found throughout the novel, and 

even facilitate the transition between Part One and Part Two of the book. At 

the conclusion of Part One, in the last lines of chapter five, Dyer’s sceptical 

colleague Yorick Hayes (who is soon to be murdered by Dyer for his 

suspicions), queries the plans for the Wapping church, asking, “it is the third 

Church is it not, Mr Dyer?”, to which Dyer replies, “Yes, I said, yes, it is the 

third” (Hawksmoor, p. 130, original emphasis). Part Two begins in the 

twentieth century with the introduction of Detective Chief Superintendent 

Nicholas Hawksmoor, the lead investigator on the series of strange murders 

that have occurred in the surrounds of Dyer’s churches (which the reader 

has witnessed in Part One), who has the following exchange with his 

assistant, Detective Sergeant Walter Payne, at the start of chapter six: 

“Is it the third?”  

“Yes, the third. The boy at Spitalfields, the tramp at Limehouse, and 

now another boy. The third.”  

“And this was at Wapping?”  

“Yes” (Hawksmoor, p. 133, original punctuation). 

With close reference to Hawksmoor, Barry Lewis describes these 

textual echoes between the first and final sentences of each chapter as 

evidence of Ackroyd’s employment of three poetic techniques in his writing: 

anadiplosis, the repetition of one phrase or word ending one narrative 

passage as the beginning of the next (as seen in the transitions between 

chapters one and two, and chapters two and three); antanaclasis, the 

repetition of the same word but with a different implied meaning (as seen 

in the transition between chapters four and five); and antimetabole, the 

repetition of words in sequential clauses but reversed (as seen in the scenes 

that connect chapters eight and nine).35 The connections created by the 

poetic “resonance” of words and phrases in this manner, Lewis proposes, 

functions as a way of “cementing ties between past and present at a 

                                                   
35 Lewis, pp. 41-44.  
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linguistic level” across the parallel narratives.36 Onega similarly suggests 

that these examples are “semantic connections” which, by “rendering 

ineffectual the time gaps that logically exist between the two stories”, can 

thus be read to function as “temporal bridges” linguistically constructed 

through the actual text of the chapters.37    

Moreover, to differing degrees in both Hawksmoor and The House 

of Doctor Dee, textual reverberations of the same words and images are also 

often carried beyond the opening and closing lines to further permeate the 

content of the chapters themselves. In Hawksmoor, for instance, the 

recitation of nursery rhymes or snippets from popular songs proliferates 

throughout both narrative strands, which serve to emphasise Ackroyd’s 

view of the city’s streets and, in Murray’s words, the “perpetual nature of 

London’s culture” manifested therein throughout its history.38 Whilst 

specific rhymes or songs themselves are not repeated, the technique of 

textual haunting is, since their frequently morbid content often appears 

echoically similar, as if they are resounding across the time streams 

(Hawksmoor, p. 30, p. 33, p. 86, p. 89, p. 111, p. 183, p. 208). This trope 

reoccurs in The House of Doctor Dee, albeit in a less overt manner, through 

the subtler example of when the song “Fortune, My Foe” seems to resonate 

back and forth across time between the parallel narratives of the novel.39 

The song first appears in the historical narrative, when Doctor Dee hears it 

drunkenly sung in a bar by his companion Bartholomew Gray before he 

takes his leave for his walk home, and later the “old hanging tune” is sung 

once more to Dee by the mysterious black-coated vagrant in his garden (The 

House of Doctor Dee, p. 37, p. 71). In the contemporary narrative, the song 

is mentioned by Matthew Palmer as he walks back to Cloak Lane after 

drunkenly confronting Daniel about his secret cross-dressing, when 

Daniel’s clandestine relationship with his father is revealed: “I began 

repeating the words of a song I had heard that morning as I sat in the old 

                                                   
36 Lewis, p. 40. 

37 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 47. 

38 Murray, pp. 44-45. 

39 A verse of the song is transcribed in the chapter titled “The Spectacle”: “The moon’s my 
constant mistress, / And the lowly owl my morrow, / The flaming drake and night-crow 
make / Me music to my sorrow”, The House of Doctor Dee, p. 37.  
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house. I think it was called ‘Fortune, My Foe’, but I could not be absolutely 

sure” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 142). Then, in the final chapter of 

Matthew’s narrative, as he returns home to Clerkenwell after his strange 

visit to his father’s lock-up garage in Wapping, he finds himself “humming 

some tune” as he enters the house and ponders if it could have been 

“Fortune, My Foe” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 266). 

Discussion of the repetition of certain words and their associated 

imagery in Hawksmoor has been a considerable feature of academic 

scholarship since the novel’s publication over thirty years ago, for it is often 

taken as one of the defining characteristics of the novel’s narrative 

complexities.40 Gibson and Wolfreys’ extensive analysis of the recurrence of 

‘dust’ in the novel is largely representative of the aims of such research, of 

how these linguistic repetitions can be read to function symbolically as “a 

recurrent figure for the passage of time” between the alternating 

narratives.41 In a similar vein, Onega’s work on the novel discusses how the 

repetition of words such as “pattern, shadow, time, child, and dust” help to 

express the principles of “circularity” that she finds govern both the 

structure and content of the plot, arguing that their recurrence effectively 

disrupts “traditional notions of chronological linearity in favour of a 

circular, or mythical conception of time”.42 Likewise, Ganteau refers to the 

repetition “ad-nauseuam” of the word “dark and its derivatives” within 

Hawksmoor, and proposes that such repetition elevates the imagery of 

‘darkness’ to “the status of motif or structural rhyme” within the “echo-

chamber” of the narrative which he considers to be a Gothic romance.43 

Moreover, the recurrence of references to ‘shadows’ throughout 

Hawksmoor is evocative of the “visual echoes” conjured up by these 

                                                   
40 For further discussion, see the following representative examples: Margrét 
Gunnarsdóttir Champion, “In the Beginning Was the (Written) Word: Peter Ackroyd's 
Hawksmoor as a Myth of Creation”, Orbis Litterarum 63 (2008), 22-45; Fokkema, “The 
Retreat of Language: Discontinuous Signs”, pp. 141-164; and, Geoffrey Lord, “Language, 
Culture and the Presence of the Past in Donald Barthelme's The Dead Father and Peter 
Ackroyd's Hawksmoor”, in Postmodernism and Notions of National Difference: A 
Comparison of Postmodern Fiction in Britain and America, ed. by Theo D'Haen and Hans 
Bertens (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1996), pp. 101-138. 

41 Gibson and Wolfreys, p. 103. 

42 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 47. See also Onega, “Pattern and Magic”, p. 31-43. 

43 Ganteau, “Un-Remaindering Gothic Romance”, p. 246, original emphasis. 
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linguistic repetitions, which Lewis aptly notes further enhance the 

metaphorical significance of a ‘shadow’ in the novel as “a person who is the 

alter ego of another”, a pertinent point with respect to this chapter’s 

consideration of the Gothic doppelgänger in what follows.44 Therefore, in 

light of these readings, one can conclude that within Hawksmoor, and 

indeed in The House of Doctor Dee, the doubling that occurs at the level of 

textual construction is firmly situated in the structural resonance that such 

echoic repetitions form between the parallel narratives themselves. Hence, 

I propose that they serve not only to linguistically collapse the temporal 

boundaries separating the narratives, but to provoke an experience of déjà 

vu between them, one that I aim to show is fundamental to the sense that 

these protagonists, despite being located centuries apart, are in fact ‘bi-

located’ through space in the city as transhistorical doubles of one another.  

 

DOUBLING BI-LOCATED IN PLOT 

 

The second level on which we may read the doppelgänger experience 

as one of uncanny spatio-temporal bi-location in both Hawksmoor and The 

House of Doctor Dee is through the repetition of similar major and minor 

events, and the recurrence of key plot points across the different time 

streams of each of the texts’ alternating parallel narratives. On a structural 

level in the novels, the textual repetitions that occur between the beginnings 

and the endings of the chapters thus also appear to bleed throughout the 

content of the books because they are further paralleled by repetitions in the 

construction of the events of their plots. The plot of Hawksmoor revolves 

around macabre critical events which appear uncannily mirrored in the 

eighteenth- and twentieth-century timestreams of the two narratives. At 

each of the city’s six ‘real’ churches historically built by the eighteenth-

century architect Nicholas Hawksmoor, a suspicious death occurs in the 

historical and the contemporary periods of the novel. The victims, who are 

all young boys, or men who have been diminished to a child-like state 

                                                   
44 Lewis, p. 42. 
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(through various means such as homelessness, drunkenness, or mental 

instability), seem to be mysteriously connected across time through the 

spaces in which they are inexplicably killed. Through the uncanny nature of 

their echoic deaths, each pair are thus positioned as potentially bi-located 

doppelgängers of one another.45 Hence, as I endeavour to show, as each of 

the alternating narratives within Hawksmoor becomes progressively 

paralleled one finds that, to quote Andrew Hock-Soon Ng, “monstrosity is 

engendered by and in identical repetition”.46 

The doubling of the historical and contemporary victims in the novel 

is initially very clearly signposted through their sharing of proper names. 

First, there are the two boys named Thomas Hill who are killed at Christ 

Church, then two tramps from Bristol named Ned who die at St. Anne’s 

Limehouse, and the two boys named Dan who are murdered at St. George’s-

in-the-East. At St. Mary Woolnoth, however, the victims in both periods 

share only the same surname, Hayes. At St. George’s Bloomsbury, the 

eighteenth-century victim is at first unnamed but is later revealed to be 

twelve-year-old Thomas Robinson, yet the contemporary boy is left 

conspicuously nameless, as are the last two victims at St. Alfege who remain 

anonymous to the reader. Another association can be found within the full 

name of the twentieth-century tramp Ned, Edward Robinson, which is the 

same last name as the eighteenth-century boy killed at St George’s 

Bloomsbury, who in turn shares the same first name as the initial child 

victims killed at Christ Church. Therefore, the repetition of the victims’ 

names does not only occur “horizontally” between each pair of deaths in the 

alternating narratives, but “vertically”, further demonstrating, as Onega 

suggests, the “interchangeability of the victims”.47  

                                                   
45 Onega has further read some of the victims to be doubled with Dyer himself. For example, 
she cites the connection between Dyer’s favourite childhood book being Doctor Faustus 
and Thomas Hill (the first contemporary murder victim) reading Doctor Faustus and 
Queen Elizabeth, a children’s romance. Onega draws these kinds of comparisons between 
Dyer and Hawksmoor, and the victims they encounter, to emphasise her view of the 
mythical conception of time in the novel as one of cyclical death and rebirth shown through 
the “interchangeability of characters and circularity of the events”, Metafiction and Myth, 
pp. 46-47; “Pattern and Magic”, pp. 34-35. 

46 Ng, p. 39. 

47 Onega, “Pattern and Magic”, p. 34. 
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Moreover, the circumstances surrounding the pairs of victims’ deaths 

frequently appear as if they are reflections refracted across the centuries. 

Take, for example, the case of the doppelgänger relationship between the 

murder victims at St. Mary Woolnoth, Yorick Hayes and Matthew Hayes. In 

chapter seven, Dyer leads a drunken Yorick Hayes to St. Mary Woolnoth 

along Lombard street at around eleven o’clock at night, during which Yorick 

sings loudly and asks where they are going, to which Dyer replies, “We are 

going Home”, just before he strangles Yorick at “the Place where the Pipes 

were being laid” and buries his corpse there (Hawksmoor, pp. 185-186). In 

the contemporary narrative in chapter eight, Hawksmoor receives multiple 

witness statements concerning the murder of Matthew Hayes that describe 

events “about midnight” featuring “a tall man with white hair walking down 

Lombard Street”, an argument between drunk men echoing from around 

the church, the sound of “singing in Cheapside about eleven pm”, as well as 

“a man of average height in a dark coat trying the gates of St. Mary 

Woolnoth” along with the words “we are going home” at an unknown time 

(Hawksmoor, pp. 205-206). In the following chapter of the historical 

narrative, after Dyer’s assistant Walter has discovered the corpse, there is a 

Coroner’s Jury investigating Yorick Hayes’ death at which witnesses 

describe strikingly similar scenes from “about Midnight”, featuring a “lofty 

man in a dark Coat”, a “drunken Man by the New Church”, and the sound of 

“violent singing”, but like the accounts in the contemporary narrative they 

all have a “confus’d sense of Time, […] there was nothing Certain” 

(Hawksmoor, p. 214). What’s more, after investigating the crime scene in 

chapter eight, Hawksmoor returns to the church to examine the 

archaeological excavation taking place there, which has discovered a 

skeleton of “two or three hundred years” buried against the east wall of the 

church “where the pipes are being laid” that the archaeologist suggests “may 

have been a workman who was killed when the church was rebuilt” 

(Hawksmoor, p. 201). To the observant reader, it is then implied that this 

skeleton is potentially the physical remains of Dyer’s victim Yorick Hayes, 

since it is revealed in the following chapter that Yorick’s final resting place 

was to be at that exact location “by the east wall of St Mary Woolnoth” 

(Hawksmoor, p. 214). Bi-located at both the textual level and at the level of 
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plot construction, the mirroring of events thus functions to chronotopically 

connect these victims’ lives together in the moments leading up to their 

deaths. 

The mirroring of the events of the murders, and indeed their 

consequences, is thus not revealed to the reader in a linear narrative fashion, 

but both forwards and backwards in time between the historical and the 

contemporary chapters, as if the connections between them exist outside of 

time within the unique spatio-temporal sites of the churches themselves. 

The doubling of the death of each victim at these sites within the alternating 

narratives therefore imparts a strong sense of inevitability to the reflected 

patterns of the murders. Since there are seven churches, an expectation is 

established that there will be seven pairs of killings in their surrounds, one 

in each time stream. However, as the plot progresses, the information 

concerning what only the reader can see are echoic murders carried out in 

both the eighteenth- and twentieth-century narratives, becomes gradually 

less detailed, and any sense of inevitability regarding the plot’s patterns is 

left unresolved as the separation between the narratives and their 

protagonists instead destabilises, and events seem to dissolve into one 

another across time through the city-space. In Hawksmoor’s quest to solve 

the contemporary serial killings, it progressively appears as if he is actually 

pursuing Dyer, for the reader observes Dyer committing the same crimes in 

the eighteenth century.48 This idea is furthered by Hawksmoor’s complete 

inability to make any logical or scientific sense of the murderer’s modus 

operandi and the victims’ times of death (see for example, Hawksmoor, pp. 

233-236).49 As Ackroyd has the character of Hawksmoor himself realise in 

an uncanny moment of foreshadowing and brief metafictional self-

awareness: “The pattern, as Hawksmoor saw it, was growing larger; and, as 

                                                   
48 Del Ivan Janik even goes so far as to suggest that one may logically suspect from the 
overall strangeness of his increasingly unbalanced behaviour during the investigation, that 
“Hawksmoor is himself the murderer he pursues”, despite a lack of evidence for this in the 
text, see Janik, “No End of History: Evidence from the Contemporary English Novel”, 
Twentieth Century Literature 412 (1995), 160-189 (p. 173).  

49 Hawksmoor has often been read as an example of postmodern (anti)detective fiction for 
precisely these reasons since the distinct lack of a ‘traditional’ murderer and their capture 
is a common feature of the genre, and Lewis has compiled a concise evaluation of current 
scholarship that considers Hawksmoor to be postmodernist detective, or indeed anti-
detective fiction, see pp. 177-181. 
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it expanded, it seemed about to include him and his unsuccessful 

investigations” (Hawksmoor, p. 236). Since, by the novel’s end, Hawksmoor 

and Dyer are drawn together across the centuries to face one another in the 

church of Little St. Hugh (the only one of Ackroyd’s fictional creation) 

through these bi-located deaths, perhaps the reader is positioned to view 

them as the final victims of the author’s echoic patterns of reflection and 

refraction in the conclusion’s transcendental metatextual vision, an idea to 

which we shall return later in the chapter. 

In addition to the church killings, which form the nexus of bi-location 

at the level of plot construction within Hawksmoor, the protagonists of the 

novel are further connected through common experiences of minor events 

that appear bi-located within each of their own times. For example, both 

Dyer and Hawksmoor partake in long walks through the same areas of the 

city, often at night, and small aspects of their journeys are frequently 

paralleled. In one instance, Dyer sees some men in a boat on the river 

Thames “laughing and making antic Postures like an Ape”, and in the 

following chapter, Hawksmoor also happens to see a boat pass by the same 

spot with two men on board “laughing or grimacing” at him (Hawksmoor, 

p. 107, p. 141). On another occasion, both men walk the same route and cross 

paths with children in the street who are singing what appears to be 

different verses or versions of the same song about an old church, a parson, 

and death (Hawksmoor, p. 166, p. 208).50 At the end of chapter three, after 

Dyer has killed Ned the tramp at St. Anne’s Limehouse, he is perversely 

affected by a strange encounter with a group of homeless people nearby who 

are madly dancing around a fire, which is an equally unnerving encounter 

that Hawksmoor himself shares in the contemporary narrative with 

homeless “meth-drinkers” wildly dancing around a fire in wasteland near 

St. Anne’s Limehouse (Hawksmoor, pp. 80-81, pp. 246-247). 

                                                   
50 In chapter seven of Hawksmoor, while accompanied by Parson Priddon, Dyer hears the 
children singing: “When I did come to the old church stile, / There did I rest for a little 
while; / When I did come to the old church yard, / There the bells so loud I heard; / When 
I did come to the old church door, / There I stopped me to rest a little more”, p. 166. Then, 
in chapter eight, Hawksmoor hears the children singing: “Then unto the parson said, / Shall 
I be so when I am dead? / Oh yes, oh yes, the parson said, / You will be so when you are 
dead”, p. 208.  
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Events concerning the (dis)appearance of a notebook, the content of 

which, it is suggested, the reader may have been reading in the chapters 

narrated by Dyer, further emphasise Hawksmoor and Dyer’s bi-located 

relationship within one another’s narratives at the level of plot construction. 

At the beginning of chapter nine, on the morning following Yorick Hayes’ 

murder, Dyer realises he must destroy his diary to avoid implicating himself 

in the crime, but much to his dismay the beeswax-covered notebook has 

disappeared from its locked box beneath his bed (Hawksmoor, p 210). This 

book instead appears in the contemporary timeline in the following chapter, 

when Hawksmoor discovers on his doorstep a notebook “coated in wax or 

resin” sealed inside “a small package, addressed to him, which seemed to 

have been tossed over the threshold” (Hawksmoor, p. 238, my emphasis). 

The phrase “tossed over the threshold” thus serves to emphasise the 

uncanniness of the spatio-temporal bi-location of the diary to the reader, for 

it has crossed both the spatial threshold of the entrance to Hawksmoor’s 

home, as well as the temporal threshold between the historical and 

contemporary narratives. Inside the diary’s cover, Hawksmoor also finds 

the same drawing of a kneeling man with a spyglass that he first saw drawn 

in chalk outside St. Mary Woolnoth by the mysterious tramp, and later 

inside a letter that is sent to the police station in which the figure is labelled 

as “The Universal Architect”, alongside strange phrases and an image of an 

arrow that connects the churches (Hawksmoor, p. 202, p. 207). The 

connection Hawksmoor draws between the contents of the diary and the 

letter leads him to seek out the mysterious tramp who he believes is this 

figure of the ‘Architect’ (and his prime suspect), triggering an unhealthy 

obsession with the case that causes his professional and mental ruin by the 

end of chapter ten. The transferral of the notebook’s possession from Dyer 

to Hawksmoor is what prompts the sequence of events that begins the end 

of the protagonists’ individual narratives, since from this point onwards 

their mental stability deteriorates as their paranoia increases and they 

appear to become subconsciously aware of one another’s doubled presence 

through dreams and visions. It is precisely because Hawksmoor is so 

consumed by the cryptic content of the diary that he makes the revelation 

that the pattern of killings is connected to Nicholas Dyer’s churches, and so 
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pursues the shadowy figure of the ‘Architect’ to the church of Little St. Hugh 

alongside Dyer at the novel’s end. Crucially, then, Dyer’s notebook is to be 

understood as doubly bi-located within the historical and contemporary 

time periods. It has been ‘tossed over’ not just a physical ‘threshold’, but a 

spatio-temporal one between the two narratives, a highly significant act that 

begins the dissolution of the separation between them and their 

protagonists. 

In the case of The House of Doctor Dee, the doubling that occurs at 

the level of plot construction is what serves to suggest the novel’s status as 

a ghost story, for the events that are mirrored between the timestreams are 

predominantly of the two protagonists’ experiences of haunting within the 

titular house in which the narratives take place, as I addressed in chapter 

two of this study. Throughout the novel, Doctor Dee and Matthew Palmer 

appear to sense the spectral presence of one another, and events from one 

time are often similarly experienced by the protagonist in the other. For 

instance, Matthew breaks the wing of a pigeon who has become caught 

inside the house by throwing a book on Doctor Dee at it and furiously 

stamping upon its head until it dies, and in the following chapter Dee’s pet 

cat brings him a dead pigeon with a single wing (The House of Doctor Dee, 

pp. 135-136, p. 159). At various moments in the story, Matthew and Dee can 

hear snippets of one another’s conversations as if they are echoing through 

the walls of the house itself (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 186, p. 188, p. 229, 

p. 266). Doctor Dee even has a ghostly vision of Matthew’s sexual 

intercourse with Mary the prostitute in the basement of the house, during 

which Matthew hears Dee’s voice whispering, “Why did you call me?”, at the 

climactic moment of their encounter (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 173, pp. 

217-218). Like Dyer and Hawksmoor, Matthew and Dee also share similar 

experiences with London’s homeless population, in particular with a man 

wearing a dark overcoat who is sometimes accompanied by a dog, and who 

seems to be able to move through the two periods (The House of Doctor Dee, 

pp. 47-48, pp. 68-71, pp. 263-265, p. 267, pp. 272-273). Examples of such 

minor doubling between the alternating narratives of The House of Doctor 

Dee at times appear incidental in nature; however, collectively they create 

an undeniable sense of the uncanny’s strange sense of familiarity which 
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builds as the seemingly separate stories converge, and it becomes clear that 

the past is returning to haunt the present (and vice versa) for each of the 

protagonists’ while they live within the walls of the old house.  

The narrative plot point concerning Doctor Dee’s secret desire to 

breed an “everlasting” artificial life “without the help of any womb” by 

making his own mythical homunculus further suggests a bi-located 

connection between the protagonists of the two timestreams (The House of 

Doctor Dee, p. 104). The steps Doctor Dee begins to take to create an 

immortal version of himself within the figure of the homunculus, whose 

thirty-year existence and cyclical regeneration will grant him the power to 

live in past, present, and future times, are detailed throughout the historical 

narrative strand (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 63, p. 78, p. 104, p. 159, p. 

189). However, it is revealed in the contemporary narrative that Dee’s wish 

to fashion a homunculus was also an obsession of Matthew’s father, whose 

actions regarding the purchase of Dee’s house, his practice of sexual magic 

with Daniel, and his treatment of Matthew, all seem to suggest that he 

envisioned himself as Dee’s successor, one of the “generation of the 

Inspirati” that are to be the homunculus’ caretakers (The House of Doctor 

Dee, p. 123).  

To illustrate, Matthew uncovers a ring of small bones and a broken 

glass test tube buried in the garden, some of the elements required for the 

process of creating and reviving a homunculus, which he learns about from 

the discovery of documents on “Doctor Dee’s Recipe” and “Passages in its 

Life” written in his father’s handwriting in a secret compartment of a drawer 

in the house (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 123-125). Matthew also learns 

his father bought the house on the 27th of September 1963, which had always 

been celebrated as his own birthday, suggestively connecting the beginning 

of his own life with the ‘life’ of the house (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 219). 

In a reflection of the conditions of the homunculus’ growth within fluid 

inside a glass tube, Matthew’s only memory from childhood is “when a ray 

of sun came through the glass”, and he later dreams of himself “lying in 

some tube of opaque glass as the water poured over my face and limbs […] 

and touched the glass with my barely formed fingers” (The House of Doctor 
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Dee, p. 80, p. 88). Matthew’s behaviour appears increasingly unbalanced 

with each discovery he makes, as if it is enhanced by the strange connection 

he feels with Dee’s house. This instability then intensifies when Matthew 

learns the details of his father’s obsession and his own mysterious adoption, 

furthering the intimation that perhaps he may be Dee’s “homunculus [who] 

remembers nothing about its past or future until it returns home at the end 

of its thirty years” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 125). When Matthew finds 

out the truth about his childhood from his mother, he claims to have realised 

why he had always dreamed of “being imprisoned in glass, cold and apart” 

and sees the “myth of the homunculus” as a part of his father’s abuse (The 

House of Doctor Dee, p. 178). However, in the visionary repetitions of the 

afternoon that end Matthew’s narrative in chapter seven, Matthew 

undergoes a series of cathartic confrontations with the figure of the 

homunculus alongside Doctor Dee. In the first repetition, Daniel reveals 

Matthew’s father told him that Matthew is the homunculus, before Daniel 

vanishes away and Matthew follows Dee through the sealed door in the 

basement (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 266-267). Then, as Matthew 

realises the afternoon at the Wapping garage is repeating itself, Matthew 

envisions himself crossing the river on a bridge of light alongside Dee as his 

homunculus, while in the last repetition, Matthew instead returns home to 

confront the “unformed creature” of the homunculus by rejecting its 

existence as a “sick man’s dream” (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 267-268). 

Throughout the novel, therefore, it is strongly implied that some kind of 

doppelgänger relationship does exist between Doctor Dee, Matthew 

Palmer, and the homunculus, which will be comparatively discussed at the 

level of character construction alongside that of Dyer, Hawksmoor, and the 

‘Architect’ in Hawksmoor, in the following section. 

At the level of plot construction, the repetitions of eerily similar or 

mirrored events between the parallel narratives of Hawksmoor and The 

House of Doctor Dee can thus be considered to be a form of Gothic doubling 

precisely because they serve to provoke the experience of the uncanny as 

one of haunting déjà vu. Within both novels, the textual bi-location of such 

haunting repetitions through language and plot serve to communicate that 

these alternating narratives supposedly separated by centuries are 
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dissolving into one another, as characters share paralleled encounters which 

the reader perceives with a similar sense of déjà vu through the dual 

structure of the text itself. As Linda Hutcheon explains in her reading of 

Hawksmoor,  

sequentially ordered sections are equally disrupted by a particularly 

dense network of interconnections and intertexts, and each enacts or 

performs, as well as theorizes, the paradoxes of continuity and 

disconnection, of totalizing interpretation and the impossibility of 

final meaning.51  

The experience of bi-location at the level of plot construction thus 

culminates in an echoic way in the final chapters of the novels themselves, 

adding further credence to the playful idea that these works, which all 

concern the Gothic return of London’s occult past, are textual 

doppelgängers in that The House of Doctor Dee is a thematic “twin, or echo, 

of Hawksmoor”.52 Both the chapters that end these novels bring the 

paralleled narratives together through a sequence of mirrored events that 

result in the climactic dissolution of the different timestreams within the 

chronotopic spaces that lie at the heart of their stories, the church of Little 

St. Hugh in Hawksmoor and Dee’s house in The House of Doctor Dee, as 

was discussed in the conclusion to chapter two of this study. Therefore, what 

the previous examples have begun to show is that the levels at which bi-

location can be found to operate within Hawksmoor and The House of 

Doctor Dee are not discrete, but are instead interwoven into a textual 

palimpsest of uncanny returns that help to construct, and later reveal, the 

haunting doppelgänger relationships their protagonists share as ‘spectral 

alter-egos’ or ‘unknown twins’ of one another. 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
51 Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism, p. 15. 

52 Lewis, p. 74. 
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DOUBLING BI-LOCATED THROUGH CHARACTER(S) 

 

Finally, the bi-location of the doppelgänger experience in 

Hawksmoor and The House of Doctor Dee is most significantly conveyed at 

the level of character construction, explicitly through the ‘twinned’ 

protagonists of each novel: Nicholas Dyer and Nicholas Hawksmoor in 

Hawksmoor; and Matthew Palmer and Doctor Dee in The House of Doctor 

Dee. As Dryden illustrates in The Modern Gothic and Literary Doubles, 

“Gothic fiction is often a literature of transformations where identity is 

unstable and sanity a debatable state of being”.53 These novels demonstrate 

Dryden’s claim to a nicety, for the ways in which the Gothic can be found at 

work in their narratives is through precisely such transformations within 

their protagonists. In both Hawksmoor and The House of Doctor Dee, the 

sanity of the protagonists is brought into question as each pair becomes 

increasingly paranoid after repeated encounters with their twinned selves 

in either dreams or spectral visions, which eventually trigger the 

destabilisation of their identities in the transformative visionary scenes of 

the transcendental (meta)textual séances that end both narratives, 

previously discussed in chapter two. In the Gothic, what is most uncanny 

about the figure of the double as another is that its presence intimates, in 

Dryden’s words, “a threat to the integrity of the self”, a ‘threat’ which I 

propose steadily builds within each novel by overwhelming the characters, 

and indeed the readers alike, with the uncanny feeling that these hauntings 

are “evidence of a Gothic, supernatural force at large that brings with it 

death and destruction”.54 

In Hawksmoor, the duplication in the naming of the novel’s two 

protagonists with that of Nicholas Hawksmoor, the real eighteenth-century 

English architect who built the historic London churches at the heart of the 

novel, can be read as an act of textual-bi-location that is highly indicative of 

the potential for reading a twinned relationship between the characters. The 

textual duality of the two Nicholases’ first names is further emphasised 

                                                   
53 Dryden, p. 19. 

54 Dryden, p. 38. 
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when Detective Nicholas Hawksmoor (who shares the historic architect’s 

full name) consults an encyclopedia for the name of the architect who built 

the novel’s versions of the ‘real’ Hawksmoor churches and finds Nicholas 

Dyer (the fictional double of the historical figure of Nicholas Hawksmoor), 

whose biographical details effectively mirror the career of the historic 

architect, albeit with alterations to the dates and circumstances of his birth 

and death in London (Hawksmoor, pp. 267-268).55 Yet, in the 

“Acknowledgements” section that follows the conclusion of the novel, 

Ackroyd boldly, and presumably with tongue firmly in cheek, states:  

Any relation to real people, either living or dead is entirely 

coincidental. I have employed many sources in the preparation of 

Hawksmoor, but this version of history is my own invention 

(Hawksmoor, p. 272).  

In historiographic metafiction, the uncanny can thus be found manifested 

within the ways in which it “plays upon the truth and lies of the historical 

record”, to recall Hutcheon, wherein one finds that “details are deliberately 

falsified in order to foreground the possible mnemonic failures of recorded 

history and the constant potential for both deliberate and inadvertent 

error”.56 It is for precisely this reason, then, that what becomes “so 

troubling” about doubling in the narratives of Hawksmoor, to quote Gibson 

and Wolfreys, “is the extent to which it estranges the identities which the 

reader seeks to bring to the text”.57 Despite the playful claim Ackroyd makes 

in the novel’s acknowledgments, the inevitable association that the reader 

is positioned to find between the real historical figure of Nicholas 

Hawksmoor and Ackroyd’s fictional recreation of him as Nicholas Dyer, and 

further through the naming of the fictional twentieth-century detective 

Nicholas Hawksmoor, is not at all ‘entirely coincidental’ but the author’s 

specific intention. It is to be understood as a deliberate act on the part of the 

                                                   
55 The eighteenth-century English architect Nicholas Hawksmoor was born in 
Nottinghamshire in 1661 and died in 1736, unlike Ackroyd’s fictional doppelgänger of him, 
Nicholas Dyer, whose encyclopedia entry reveals he was born in London in 1654 and died 
circa 1715 presumably during the London winter, “although the records of his death and 
burial have been lost”, Hawksmoor, p. 268.  

56 Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism, p. 114.  

57 Gibson and Wolfreys, p. 96. 
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author, one which suggests to the reader, in the blurring of fantasy and 

reality that so characterises Ackroyd’s Gothic historiographic metafiction, 

that uncanny doubling is not always as straightforward as it may first seem. 

As Freud writes, the motif of doubling is rendered uncanny by the 

“constant recurrence of the same thing”.58 Such recurrence can be found in 

the parallels that are established between the character construction of both 

Hawksmoor and Dyer’s personalities that proliferate as the narratives 

progress. For example, Hawksmoor lives in a flat next to the Red Gates 

public house near Seven Dials, just as Dyer lived in the vicinity of the Red 

Gates Ale House in Seven Dials (Hawksmoor, p. 154, p. 54). Both Dyer and 

Hawksmoor’s landladies are associated phonetically by the names of Mrs 

Best and Mrs West, and are similarly described as buxom older women with 

flirtatious tendencies that the two men dislike (Hawksmoor, p. 54, p. 145). 

Dyer is employed at Her Majesty’s Office of Works in Scotland Yard, and 

Hawksmoor works at the headquarters of the Metropolitan Police Service in 

New Scotland Yard (Hawksmoor, p. 6, p. 133). Both men have assistants 

named Walter whose surnames are also very close approximations, Pyne 

and Payne (Hawksmoor, p. 1, p. 134). Once identified, such similarities 

between the lives of Hawksmoor and Dyer continue to emerge, sometimes 

in seemingly incidental circumstances that reflect only minor aspects of 

their character. For instance, the two men both describe feeling mesmerised 

by distorted reflections of themselves in the convex mirrors that they each 

own, and they are both seen to wear spectacles which they break or lose 

while near the sites of the churches (Hawksmoor, p. 112, p. 146, p. 168, p. 

245). 

An encounter with one’s double, Freud suggests, is further rendered 

uncanny when “one becomes co-owner of the other’s knowledge, emotions 

and experience”.59 In Hawksmoor, the parallels between the two 

Nicholases’ lives are extended by precisely such means to portray a 

commonality of thoughts and thinking processes, despite the centuries that 

have passed between when they have lived their lives in the city. For 

                                                   
58 Freud, p. 142. 

59 Freud, pp. 141-142. 
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instance, Dyer and Hawksmoor both ponder the history of murder around 

Ratcliffe Highway and Red Maiden Lane, and the concentration of criminal 

activities that seem to recur in the areas surrounding Wapping and 

Limehouse (Hawksmoor, pp. 113-115, pp. 141-142). At work, both men 

prefer traditional methods and are thus considered by some of their 

colleagues to be “old-fashioned, or even to be ‘past it’”, Hawksmoor 

particularly so for his inability to use new computer technology, and Dyer 

for his stubbornness in crafting his own architectural models rather than 

sending them to the joiner (Hawksmoor, p. 209, p. 4). On the first page of 

chapter one, Dyer explains to his assistant his belief that an architect’s 

design for a building is like the plan for a book, while at the end of the 

chapter in which Hawksmoor is introduced, he too explains to his assistant 

his belief that when investigating murder one must “[t]hink of it like a story: 

even if the beginning has not been understood, we have to go on reading it” 

(Hawksmoor, p. 156). Hawksmoor also considers his approach to 

examining the church crime scenes as comparable to the way “an architect 

might consider the plan of a building”, which (ironically) links his methods 

with Dyer’s in the eighteenth century, since the architect has planned to 

secretly construct his churches around sacrificial killings, which are eerily 

like the murders the detective is investigating at these sites in the twentieth 

century (Hawksmoor p. 138). Both are characters whose behaviour 

becomes ever more erratic, to the degree that their mental stability is a 

concern for each of their assistants, leading to parallel plot elements during 

which their assistants secretly follow them. Walter Payne follows 

Hawksmoor when his superior’s unpredictable actions begin to alarm him, 

while Walter Pyne admits to having followed Dyer, for the same reasons, on 

the night that Yorick Hayes is killed (Hawksmoor, p. 209, p. 229). Both 

Hawksmoor and Dyer’s assistants later confess their duplicity to them. 

Right before Walter Pyne commits suicide, he reveals to Dyer that he had 

wanted to leave his services and followed him because of his secrecy, 

whereas Walter Payne suggests that he played a part in having Hawksmoor 

removed as chief investigator of the church murders out of concern for his 

superior’s deteriorating mental health, and his own career (Hawksmoor, p. 

228, pp. 250-252).  
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Like Hawksmoor and Dyer, Matthew Palmer and Doctor Dee in The 

House of Doctor Dee can also be read as comparably bi-located at the level 

of character construction through common personality traits and similar life 

circumstances. The most obvious example of the latter is that the two men 

live in the same house, since the characters’ paralleled narratives are 

explicitly shaped by their uncanny experiences of haunting therein, for 

which the house ‘itself’ frequently appears to be responsible. Both men are 

similarly academically minded, since Matthew works as a freelance 

professional researcher and Dee is Ackroyd’s fictional double of the historic 

Elizabethan magus-scholar Doctor John Dee.60 They are both obsessed with 

recapturing a version or vision of the past in order to personally understand 

their present worlds and grasp their potential futures. For Matthew, this 

obsession lies with the mysterious house itself, with discovering its history 

and learning about its previous owner Doctor Dee, in the hope that the 

secrets of Matthew’s childhood and what his father hid there will be revealed 

(see chapter four of the novel). For Dee, this obsession is two-fold; it is in 

his quest to discover the mythical lost ancient city of London and harness 

the spiritual power of its god-like creators, and it is with his secret desire to 

create a double of himself within a homunculus whose cyclical existence will 

grant him the power to live forever (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 190-191, 

pp. 124-125). The personalities of both characters reveal a tendency for 

naivety which results in their betrayal by close friends. Dee is betrayed by 

his fraudulent apprentice Edward Kelley (in allegiance with Dee’s old 

assistant John Overbury), who poisons Dee’s wife Katherine and burns the 

house down once his attempts to steal Dee’s alchemical secrets are exposed 

(see the chapter “The Closet”, pp. 230-246). Matthew is betrayed by his best 

friend Daniel Moore when it is revealed that he was asked to befriend 

Matthew by Matthew’s father, with whom Daniel secretly practiced sexual 

magic at the Clerkenwell house (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 140-141). 

Likewise, Dee and Matthew have equally troubled relationships with their 

                                                   
60 Ackroyd self-consciously plays with the biographical details of Doctor John Dee in the 
creation of his fictional doppelgänger of the character, just as he does so in Hawksmoor 
with his fictional double of the historical figure Nicholas Hawksmoor, Nicholas Dyer. For 
example, see the tavern scene in which Dee recounts his life in The House of Doctor Dee, 
pp. 33-37. 
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ailing fathers, and their final visits to them before their fathers’ deaths 

portray similar emotional responses. Both men are repulsed by their 

closeness to physical and mental deterioration, they reject their fathers’ 

attempts to hold their hands and leave in disgust before the moment of 

death, and shortly afterwards they each engage the services of a prostitute 

who also have phonetically echoic names (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 4-

7, pp. 94-99, p. 120, p. 173). 

Whilst it is initially the reader alone who is positioned to see the 

extent of the doubling that is established between the parallel protagonists 

of the alternating narratives in both Hawksmoor and The House of Doctor 

Dee, towards the conclusion of each novel the characters also begin to 

experience their ‘spectral alter-egos’ through shared dreams and visions. 

For example, in Hawksmoor, Dyer engages a prostitute to flog his back with 

a whipping rod at the end of chapter seven, and chapter eight begins with a 

dream in which the “skin was being stripped from Hawksmoor’s back”, but 

when he is stirred from the dream “he did not know in what house, or what 

place, or what year, he had woken” (pp. 188-189). Towards the end of Dyer’s 

narrative, while in a feverish state, Dyer appears to have a premonition of 

events that will occur at the end of Hawksmoor’s narrative. As Dyer 

explains, “in a Vision I see some one from the dark Mazes of an unknown 

Futurity who enters Black Step Lane and discovers what is hidden in Silence 

and Secrecy”, a scene which heavily implies that he is witnessing a vision of 

his ‘unknown twin’, Hawksmoor himself, while he is walking his part of their 

shared path towards their meeting within the chronotopic space of Little St. 

Hugh (Hawksmoor, p. 257). In The House of Doctor Dee, Matthew and Dee 

encounter the spectral echoes of one another’s conversations while they are 

each within the house, and Dee sees visions of Matthew on multiple 

occasions while scyring in his ‘Chamber of Demonstration’, as I have 

previously discussed earlier in this chapter, and at length in chapter two of 

the study. After Matthew discovers that the house once belonged to Doctor 

Dee, he begins his obsessive research into Dee’s life and work, and describes 

being able to feel the growing presence of Dee as if “he was everywhere at 

once and, as I walked about his old house, I had the sense that somehow he 

had conquered time” (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 132-133). In both 
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novels, through these déjà vu-like acts of hauntings, the characters within 

each narrative gain a kind of spectral awareness of their doppelgänger 

existence “more or less unconsciously”, for as Laura Colombino explains 

with reference to Dyer and Hawksmoor, the doubles’ “mutual recognition is 

prevented by their looking at each other from different temporal planes”.61 

Therefore, the haunting encounters shared by the twinned characters of the 

texts can be understood as a symptom of their “wandering in search of each 

other, pursuing across time an impossible reunion which the epilogue alone 

finally achieves”.62 Building on Colombino’s reading of Hawksmoor, I 

suggest that once the protagonists begin to experience echoic dreams or 

spectral visions in these works, the mental stability of each pair rapidly 

deteriorates as if their consciousnesses are bleeding together through time, 

to quote Freud, “by the spontaneous transmission of mental processes from 

one of these persons to the other”.63 Therefore, I propose that this uncanny 

progression culminates in the twinned characters’ shared sequence of 

visions that set in motion the novels’ concluding (meta)textual séances. 

To exemplify, Dyer’s narrative is brought to its own end in chapter 

eleven of Hawksmoor, when he experiences a week-long feverish illness in 

which he has “wild frightfull Dreames”, can “hear Spirits”, and twice 

encounters a vision of his doppelgänger (pp. 257-258). Dyer believes these 

are all signs which indicate he is ready for his “approaching Change” 

facilitated by the occult pattern in which he has designed his churches so 

that he may transcend mortality and enter the eternal city (Hawksmoor, p. 

258, original emphasis). Dyer’s first feverish encounter with a vision of his 

own double occurs as he walks through Hogg Lane and is bewildered by his 

“own Apparition – with Habit, Wigg, and everything as in a Looking-glass” 

to whom he calls out but it disappears into the crowd (Hawksmoor, p. 257). 

Then, later, while he is in his chamber, Dyer sees another ghostly vision, this 

time of: 

                                                   
61 Colombino, p. 69. 

62 Colombino, p. 69. 

63 Freud, p. 141. 
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such a Body as my own, but in a strange Habit cut like an Under-

garment and the Creature had no Wigg. The Back of it was always 

towards me and as I turned my Head it turned away equally so that I 

could not see its Face (Hawksmoor, pp. 257-258). 

The reader is positioned to infer that this may be a vision of his 

contemporary ‘unknown twin’, Nicholas Hawksmoor, for in the following 

chapter, these two encounters are further mirrored in the events of the 

twentieth-century narrative. After he is relieved from the murder case, 

Hawksmoor unknowingly follows in Dyer’s footsteps as he too wakes in a 

feverish state and considers “the possibility that he had gone mad” 

(Hawksmoor, p. 262). Then, while walking down the same streets as Dyer, 

he is similarly disturbed when “he noticed his own reflection in the frosted 

window […][which] turned to stare at him”, and calls out as Dyer did but it 

too evaporates into the crowd (Hawksmoor, p. 263). At home, Hawksmoor 

hears voices whispering through his radio the same phrases Dyer heard, and 

when he turns on the television he is transfixed by the same “image of a man 

with his back turned towards him” (Hawksmoor, pp. 265-266). As 

Hawksmoor (unsuccessfully) attempts to identify the man on the screen, the 

image changes to a church service inside Christ Church Spitalfields. It is at 

this moment that Hawksmoor finally realises the murders have occurred 

only in churches that were built by the architect Nicholas Dyer, and “allowed 

the knowledge of the pattern to enclose him […] yet he sensed that the 

pattern was incomplete” (Hawksmoor, p. 267). As Dyer readies himself for 

the occult transcendence he seeks through his churches’ designs, and 

Hawksmoor finally perceives the incompleteness of the murderer’s pattern, 

in the closing chapters of their narratives both men are seen to lose what 

remains of their sanity and so begin their shared journey through time into 

“the shadows of the unseen church of Little St. Hugh” (Hawksmoor, p. 268). 

Therefore, it is through the mirroring of the visionary doppelgänger 

encounters which lead to the final sequence of events in both Dyer and 

Hawksmoor’s twinned narratives, that the bi-location of the characters is 

doubly portrayed, to quote Lewis, as “immersed in an evil that transcends 

the limitations of space and time but which manifests itself recurrently in a 
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local habitation and a name”.64 This ‘manifestation’ is further conveyed 

through the identical mirroring of the physical journeys that ‘immerse’ each 

Nicholas on their way to the church of Little St. Hugh, as the details of each 

man’s uncanny experiences appear reflected across time and refracted 

through space. Both men feel as if they have become “invisible” to strangers 

on the street when both call out to ask the time but are ignored and collide 

with pedestrians (Hawksmoor, p. 260, pp. 268-269). Upon arriving at the 

steps of Little St. Hugh, each character opens the door and declares that they 

have “crossed the threshold” when entering the church (Hawksmoor, p. 

261, p. 270). It is a moment during which Dyer describes being “plunged 

into Shaddowe […] but waited until my Eyes had cleared a little”, which 

Hawksmoor echoes in the contemporary as he too pauses “so that his eyes 

might become accustomed to the gloom” (Hawksmoor, p. 261, p. 270). It is 

at this exact moment when the characters are seen to literally and 

figuratively ‘cross the threshold’ that their paralleled narratives finally 

converge as Dyer and Hawksmoor “go to a place that does not exist, to lose, 

recognize, and merge their separate selves”, as Edward J. Ahearn suggests, 

but one cannot be exactly sure which of these transpires.65  

On the last pages of the novel, as Hawksmoor sits upon a small chair 

inside the church, it is apparent that some kind of ambiguous form of 

convergence between the twinned men does occur, as he sees: 

his own Image was sitting beside him, pondering deeply and sighing, 

and when he put his hand out and touched him he shuddered. But do 

not say that he touched him, say that they touched him. And when 

they looked at the space between them, they wept. […] They were face 

to face, and yet they looked past one another at the pattern which 

they cast upon the stone; for when there was a shape there was a 

reflection, and when there was a light there was shadow, and where 

there was a sound there was an echo, and who could say where one 

had ended and the other had begun? (Hawksmoor, pp. 270-271). 

                                                   
64 Lewis, p. 44. 

65 Ahearn, p. 460. 
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This penultimate passage of the novel, in which the doppelgängers finally 

come ‘face to face’ with their previously spectral alter-egos, thus portrays 

the “uncanny effect”, in the words of David Richter, “of parallel mirrors, 

repeating what they reflect into infinity”.66 Here within the novel’s last lines, 

the centuries that have separated the alternating narratives are collapsed 

into one another inside the chronotopic space of the church, in the final 

climatic depiction of the uncanny doppelgänger relationship that has been 

suggested throughout the novel between Dyer, Hawksmoor, and perhaps 

also the mysteriously spectral figure of the ‘Architect’ who has led him there. 

Most significantly, however, this visionary transhistorical communion in 

which these characters come together and “spoke with one voice” occurs 

within the walls of an imaginary London church for which Ackroyd is the 

only architect, the fabricated Little St. Hugh located on the fictional Black 

Step Lane (Hawksmoor, p. 271). The (meta)textual séance that follows thus 

transpires outside of historical time yet inside a city-space that exists on a 

transcendental spatio-temporal plane, for it is an archi-textual product of 

Ackroyd’s imagined London, and thus exists only within the author’s own 

imagination. The reader is consequently left to question whether the newly 

formed “one voice” that is introduced after a line break within the final 

passage of the text is that of the author Peter Ackroyd as the ‘Architect’ of 

the novel and its city-space, the mysterious figure who has led his characters 

into this visionary space, represented by the unknown ‘I’ who omnisciently 

narrates the concluding paragraph: “for all these figures greeted me as if 

they were in a dream. […] Their words were my own but not my own” 

(Hawksmoor, p. 271). 

The inherent ambiguity of such an indefinite conclusion has meant 

that the possible meanings one could infer from Hawksmoor’s uncertain 

end are manifold, as I discussed in the final section of chapter two in this 

study. For the purpose of this chapter, however, it is necessary to focus on 

how the apparent union of the protagonists in the concluding scene of the 

novel has been read in previous scholarship, so that I may establish the basis 

for my own specifically Gothic reading of the doppelgängers’ final 

                                                   
66 Richter, p. 110. 
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encounter therein. For Susana Onega, the trope of doubling in Hawksmoor 

is evident of a cycle of reincarnation in which “nothing progresses in time”, 

since all “the same events repeat themselves endlessly, […] the same people 

live and die only in order to be born and to live the same events again and 

again”.67 The ending, Onega argues, represents from a “mythical 

perspective” the achievement of Dyer “to reunify the fragmented facets of 

his split self [the Architect and Detective Hawksmoor]”.68 Onega’s 

suggestion that the doubled characters are ‘reunified’ and ‘reincarnated’ is 

shared by Petr Chalupský, who similarly asserts that Hawksmoor is 

“pursuing Dyer’s supertemporal reincarnation and Hawksmoor’s own 

other, deviant side of himself”, and also considers the ending to show “the 

two [characters] merge into a single, mystical self”.69 For Edward J. Ahearn 

too, Dyer and Hawksmoor’s meeting is one in which “selves are radically 

dissolved and transformed as the two beings seem to merge”.70 Richard 

Swope also believes that Dyer and Hawksmoor “inexplicably appear to 

merge into one another”, and suggests that the transition to the “I” narrative 

voice occurs because “Dyer has become Hawksmoor, and vice versa – 

presumably through supernatural intervention”.71 Alex Murray likewise 

views the singular voice of the final passage of the text as “Hawksmoor and 

Dyer/his ‘other’ self/the murderer speak[ing] together”, an act which he 

proposes perfectly symbolises his monograph’s argument concerning the 

construction of Ackroyd’s narratives through “a repetitive logic that 

resembles echolalia”.72  

Comparatively, Andrew Hock-Soon Ng reaffirms the arguments of 

Onega (and other scholars, outlined above), when he states that 

“Hawksmoor cleverly suggests a sort of cyclic time sequence in which 

history is repeated” that culminates in the ending’s portrayal of Dyer to have 

“transcended time and death either through immortality or through being 

                                                   
67 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 47. 

68 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 187. See also Onega, “Pattern and Magic”, pp. 31-43. 

69 Chalupský, “Crime Narratives”, p. 128. 

70 Ahearn, p. 459. 

71 Swope, p. 223. 

72 Murray, p. 47. 
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reborn again as Hawksmoor”.73 However, Ng contends that the figure of the 

double in Hawksmoor “significantly departs from the Gothic tradition”, for 

he claims it reverses the double as an individual who “progressively becomes 

split” since there are “two distinct characters” throughout the narrative that 

“titillate the reader into reading them as potential doubles, but refuses to 

definitively confirm this”.74 Whereas Ng views the novel’s depiction of the 

double as a departure from the “Gothic tradition” (seemingly only regarding 

late-nineteenth century works), I argue that it instead emphasises the role 

that the uncanny has come to play in the modern Gothic’s depiction of the 

doppelgänger relationship as a form of bi-location, as Beville proposes, “as 

a spectral double or an abjection which functions as an alter-ego or twin for 

a character”.75. This approach embraces the many ways the duality of the 

doppelgänger can manifest as an uncanny experience in the contemporary 

Gothic through its ambiguous status, in the words of Andrew Smith, “as a 

harbinger of death, as a liberator from censorship, and as a mode of 

repression”.76 Taken together, these scholars demonstrate the potential for 

a multiplicity of readings of doubling in the novel and of the protagonists as 

doubled figures. As such, this chapter’s close reading of the trope of Gothic 

doubling in the context of the Freudian uncanny bears significance for 

developing a new understanding of the experience of the doppelgänger as 

one of profound bi-location in Hawksmoor, as well as its twinned text, The 

House of Doctor Dee, and indeed within all four of Ackroyd’s Gothic 

historiographic metafictions set in London.  

Within The House of Doctor Dee, in an echo of his earlier novel 

Hawksmoor, Ackroyd similarly employs a physically bi-located site in the 

concluding chapters of the parallel narratives as a chronotopic ‘threshold’ 

which the characters must ‘cross over’ to ultimately meet with their twinned 

selves in the final transcendental vision that will end the novel. As I 

discussed in chapter two of this study, the end of Matthew’s narrative begins 

in chapter seven, when, after climbing the old stone stairway to nowhere 

                                                   
73 Ng, p. 33, p. 38. 

74 Ng, pp. 33-34. 

75 Beville, Gothic Postmodernism, p. 184. 

76 Smith, “Gothic Doubles”, p. 95. 
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located inside his father’s lock-up garage in Wapping, a series of strange 

incidents around the site destabilises Matthew’s perception of reality. 

Matthew’s contemporary psychogeographic engagement with the ‘power of 

place’ symbolically manifested in the stone stairway (a repeated symbol 

which functions in Ackroyd’s writing as an emblem of time), one that Dee 

too has encountered during his visit in “The Abbey”, is what causes the 

narrative’s tenuous balance between past and present to collapse in a series 

of uncanny repetitions which return to the chronotopic core of the novel, 

the haunted Clerkenwell house, the narrative’s final site of spatio-temporal 

transcendence in “The Vision”.77 To illustrate, when Matthew returns to the 

house, he appears to have crossed into Dee’s time-stream believing that the 

house is on fire (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 263-265). Once Matthew 

enters the house, Daniel then reveals Matthew is the homunculus before 

vanishing away, and the chapter reaches its climax when Matthew realises 

“it was all happening again” (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 266-267). In the 

first repetition of the afternoon, Matthew envisions himself to be the 

homunculus, and is invited by Dee to “cross to the other side”; however, in 

the second repetition, Matthew instead returns home to confront the 

homunculus, rejecting its existence as “an image of my fears”, and enters 

the house where “he was expecting me” (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 267-

268, my emphasis).  

In the context of this last visionary repetition in Matthew’s narrative, 

the ambiguous use of the pronoun ‘he’ is suggestive of the possibility that, 

while we expect Matthew to be referring to John Dee, he could in fact be 

instead alluding to the self-reflexive metatextual presence of the author, 

Peter Ackroyd. In the following and final chapter of the novel, aptly titled 

“The Vision”, once Matthew has entered the house for the last time to meet 

whoever is waiting for him there, it becomes less clear which characters are 

present, as we encounter Doctor Dee who explains, “I had changed and 

become someone other. Something was breaking within me, and I believe 

                                                   
77 The imagery of stairways as an emblem of time first occurs in Ackroyd’s novel Chatterton, 
when George Meredith’s dreams he is “passing him [Chatterton] on some old stairs […] 
showing him a puppet” to which Henry Wallis astutely responds: “Stairs are an emblem of 
time”, p. 139. This specific imagery recurs in the ending of The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 
263-264. 
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that I wept” (The House of Doctor Dee, p. 272). In the visionary sequence 

that follows, María Jesús Martínez argues, the protagonists’ “trajectory in 

their respective quests for knowledge is presented as an evolution from 

separation to integration”, a process through which their voices “meet in an 

atemporal dimension where they can all become one and live forever in the 

realm of the imagination”.78 Hence, the characters’ individual identities 

become less clearly defined through frequent changes in narrative voice, 

and the interchangeable use of pronouns with character names, so one is 

never quite sure who is speaking or to whom. In this final chapter there is 

thus, in Jakob Winnberg’s words, a “poetics of splitting, but also of merging” 

between the twinned protagonists that “operates on both the diegetic and 

the aesthetic levels of the narrative”.79 Therefore, in contrast to the more 

explicitly signalled convergence of the doppelgänger characters through the 

sequence of mirrored events that lead to the conclusion of Hawksmoor, I 

propose the apparent transhistorical meeting of the protagonists with their 

spectral ‘alter-egos’ in the final visionary chapter of The House of Doctor 

Dee is more implicitly conveyed because of its self-conscious status as a 

predominantly (meta)textual séance. A status which is established through 

the implied presence of the character of ‘Peter Ackroyd’ as the author-

narrator in the two novel’s final visionary scenes, and made more obvious 

in The House of Doctor Dee. For in the concluding pages of the latter novel, 

it is heavily suggested that ‘Peter Ackroyd’ appears to be the “he” who self-

reflexively reflects on the act of writing the book “The House of Doctor Dee”, 

describes walking alongside his characters through the mystical city of his 

imagination’s creation, and is even questioned by his fictional Doctor Dee 

about the decisions he has made as his author, prompting Dee to declare: 

“Your ditty is but lame. I am not your little man. I am not your homunculus” 

(The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 274-275). 

Consequently, one can conclude that in both Hawksmoor and The 

House of Doctor Dee, while the alternating paralleled narratives of the 

twinned protagonists do indeed come to an end, they are not necessarily 
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resolved, and so the possible meanings one may attempt to derive from each 

conclusion are many and varied. For example, in accordance with her 

reading of the significance of the mythic and hermetic in Ackroyd’s 

historiographic metafictions, Onega argues that both the endings of 

Hawksmoor and The House of Doctor Dee can be read as evidence of the 

cyclical pattern of time that she finds to govern the novels’, and in her view, 

Ackroyd’s textual, worlds. She maintains that not only can the 

contemporary characters in each novel be read as reincarnations of their 

historical counterparts, but further that Doctor Dee and Nicholas Dyer are 

aware of this worldview, and it is thus their desire to escape their “posterior 

reincarnations” that propels the stories themselves as they attempt to 

“negotiate their cosmic integration”.80 As such, in Onega’s reading of these 

novels, the doppelgänger protagonists are thought to exist in a 

“self/shadow” relationship as “split selves”, or in Jungian terms, as “black 

and white emanations”, that Onega asserts:  

put an end to their self-fragmentation and alienation when they 

realize that the power to transcend the limitations of this fallen world 

does not lie in the individual, but […] is rather a question of 

transhistorical connectedness.81  

In contrast to Onega’s reading, I propose that what is rendered most 

uncanny about the figure of the double as another in the Gothic is that it 

manifests the return of the repressed as, in Dryden’s words, “a threat to the 

integrity of the self”.82 In the ‘transhistorical connectedness’ established 

between the doubled protagonists of these novels, this threat is that of the 

“supernatural force” of the Gothic genius loci at work in the abhuman city 

of Ackroyd’s imagined London world(s), which grows within each novel as 

experiences of the past haunting the present and vice versa gradually 

overwhelm both the characters, and indeed the readers alike, with a 

foreboding sense of the uncanny.83 Accordingly, what Nicholas Dyer seeks 
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to gain through the occult patterns of his churches is the same in 

(metaphysical) principle as what Doctor Dee is attempting to achieve 

through his search for the ancient city and the creation of his homunculus. 

Both men are seeking to conquer time and space, and indeed history in the 

city through a quest to defy their own deaths and thus achieve spiritual 

immortality. Both men realise, as Dyer himself explains, that they “cannot 

change that Thing call'd Time,” and instead attempt to “alter its Posture” 

(Hawksmoor, p. 8), yet by the end of their narratives, they are faced with 

the same questions, to quote Doctor Dee:  

Was this life a continuance of death, or was this a death in 

continuance of life? […] Had I tried to conquer time and nature only 

to find myself impaled upon them? (The House of Doctor Dee, pp. 

208-209). 

What I have endeavoured to show through a reading of the 

doppelgänger relationship in these novels as one of uncanny bi-location, is 

the ways in which the doubling of the protagonists is made Gothic 

throughout their paralleled narratives, so that a kind of monstrous 

(dis)solution is reached in the ambiguity of each ending’s uncertainty, in 

Ackroyd’s refusal to offer the reader an ‘answer’ or an ‘ending’ to the 

narratives’ haunting stories. I am, therefore, in agreement with Del Ivan 

Janik’s proposition that it is through the “analysis-defying uncertainty” of 

these novels’ conclusions that one is offered “a reminder of the limitations 

of historical thought and a confirmation of the power and pervasiveness of 

the dark forces our age seeks to explain away and deny”.84 The final scenes 

of both Hawksmoor and The House of Doctor Dee therefore perform a 

powerful representative function for a Gothic reading of the trope of 

doubling in the texts. Throughout the novels’ alternating parallel narratives, 

a textual palimpsest of uncanny returns is constructed through the layering 

of the experience of bi-location at the level of text, plot, and character 

construction, which collectively work together to reveal the haunting 

doppelgänger relationships their protagonists share as ‘spectral alter-egos’ 

or ‘unknown twins’ of one another across time and through space in the city. 
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To recall Aleid Fokkema, “[t]ime is a continuum, and history therefore an 

illusion” in many of Ackroyd’s London novels.85 Hence, the uncertainty of 

the visionary endings of the two novels can thus be read to function as the 

uncanny culmination of the protagonists’ bi-located doppelgänger 

relationships, fashioned from the transcendental connections Ackroyd 

himself forms through the ‘fictional’ and the ‘real’ narratives of the city’s 

history, embodied as its ‘monstrous’ Gothic genius loci, this “supernatural 

force at large that brings with it death and destruction”.86  

 

THE DOUBLE AS DIVIDED SELF IN  

DAN LENO AND THE LIMEHOUSE GOLEM AND  

THE CASEBOOK OF VICTOR FRANKENSTEIN 

 

In an echo of the twinned narratives of Hawksmoor and The House 

of Doctor Dee, the commonalities between Dan Leno and The Limehouse 

Golem and The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein likewise suggest that one 

could playfully consider these two novels to be literary ‘twins’. Both works 

are set during the nineteenth century and tell Gothic tales of murderous 

‘monsters’ who stalk the city of London at night, and both feature the first-

person narration of protagonists who are slowly revealed as unreliable or 

misleading narrators, and ultimately, mentally unstable characters. 

Moreover, the unhinged protagonists of the two novels, Elizabeth Cree and 

Victor Frankenstein respectively, each further represent the uncanny 

doppelgänger as the divided or ‘split’ self, often in ways that are reminiscent 

of the depiction of the figure in late-nineteenth century Gothic fiction, such 

as Robert Louis Stevenson’s Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr Hyde or 

Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray. It is my proposition, therefore, 

that the novels can be most persuasively read as ‘twinned’ texts through the 

similarities of the portrayal of their protagonists as versions of the double 

as divided self. The uncanny effect of the doppelgänger, to recall Royle, 
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arises from a confrontation with the “sense of ourselves as double, split, at 

odds with ourselves”.87 This uncanny effect is made evident in each novel 

when the monstrous doppelgänger figure is eventually revealed to be the 

protagonist’s own psychological projection, the murderous manifestation of 

their fractured psyche within a second self. Therefore, in what follows, I 

shall explore the ways in which Ackroyd’s depiction of the uncanny figure of 

the double as a divided and duplicated ‘split’ self is made equally monstrous 

in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem and The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, and conclude with the suggestion that the doppelgängers of 

these novels can be read as the monstrous projection of the abhuman city’s 

Gothic genius loci in Ackroyd’s literary London world(s). 

Before we may proceed, it is worth taking note of John Herdman’s 

account of the doppelgänger figure from his study, The Double in 

Nineteenth-Century Fiction, for he makes specific reference to the literary 

depiction of the double as a divided or split self. Herdman writes: 

Divided, split or schizophrenic characters are, again, not in 

themselves doubles or Doppelgänger, though these terms may 

become appropriate if and when their division gives rise to a second, 

sensibly apprehensible personality (even if apprehensible only to 

the subject), which can occur for instance in the case of a 

hallucination fictionally presented as a distinct personage. […] 

Clearly, however, the phenomenon of the double life is closely related 

to the device of the double, and several dualistically inclined writers 

deal in both types.88 

I propose that in both Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem and The 

Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, the character of the double as a divided 

self is presented in precisely the ways Herdman deems ‘appropriate’ for its 

classification as a doppelgänger in the style of nineteenth-century fiction. 

In Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, Elizabeth Cree fashions multiple 

dramatic personae as doubles for herself, however her traumatic childhood 

and history of abuse causes her fragile sense of self to be monopolised by 
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the monomaniacal characters of her creation, so much so that her life, and 

her sanity, is eventually consumed by them. The most significant of the 

double lives she leads is thus revealed at the novel’s end to have been that of 

the ‘Limehouse Golem’. Elizabeth fashioned the Golem’s identity as the 

alter-ego of ‘John’ Cree in ‘his’ confessional diary, which is exposed in the 

narrative’s conclusion to have been the guise under which Elizabeth herself 

enacted the Golem’s series of echoic killings sadistically staged as artistic 

sacrifices, for which she successfully framed her husband by forging his 

diary. In The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, Victor Frankenstein’s 

division also gives rise to his double, the ‘Monster’, who is portrayed as if he 

is Frankenstein’s physical doppelgänger (as in Mary Shelley’s original 

novel) until the final moments of the narrative’s dénouement, when it is 

revealed that the ‘Monster’ is nothing more than “a hallucination fictionally 

presented as a distinct personage” who has become an (unconscious) 

alternate persona for Frankenstein because of his splintered sense of self.89 

Hence, the climactic twist that is revealed at the end of both novels is 

that, whether consciously or subconsciously, Elizabeth and Victor have each 

created a double life for themselves within a “second, sensibly apprehensible 

personality (even if apprehensible only to the subject)” through the figures 

of the Limehouse Golem and Frankenstein’s Monster, respectively.90 The 

psychological division or ‘splitting’ of the protagonists’ selves in Ackroyd’s 

novels is thus literally represented as a monstrous transformation. As such, 

in this chapter I argue that the doppelgänger ‘monster’ that each 

protagonist creates can be effectively read as the psychologically projected 

embodiment of this uncanny figure, often in the tradition of the Victorian 

Urban Gothic, who enacts the ‘return of the repressed’ upon the equally 

abhuman city in which they were formed through cruel and violent means. 

 As I discussed in detail within the previous chapter of this study, in 

Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, the formation of the Golem’s ‘serial 

killer’ persona is significantly influenced by De Quincey’s 1827 essay “On 

Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts”, the macabre theatrical style of 

                                                   
89 Herdman, p. 15. 

90 Herdman, p. 15. 
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which the Golem’s murderous acts attempt to replicate in an effort to create 

their own equally “immortal” Gothic narrative.91 As an extension of the 

Golem’s persona, the diary reflects De Quincey’s satirical depiction of the 

murderer as an artist, for it offers an insight into the murderer’s motivations 

for producing their ‘art’. Furthermore, the actual fabrication of the diary is 

itself a work of ‘fine art’, created by Elizabeth to frame her husband for the 

crimes of the ‘Limehouse Golem’, which have been her own grotesque pieces 

of vengeful ‘performance art’ performed on the theatre of the city’s streets. 

Elizabeth, writing as ‘John’ Cree, all but confirms her theatrical choice to 

‘perform’ as the sensational De Quincian persona of murderer as artist for 

the grotesque appetites of the London public throughout the Golem’s diary. 

In one diary entry, for example, she justifies the sensationalism of her 

crimes with the explanation that “Londoners love a good killing, on stage or 

off,” and even appears to ‘legitimise’ her own ‘performances’ with the 

assertion: “I am not committing murders. I am invoking a legend, and 

anything will be forgiven me as long as I remain faithful to my role” (Dan 

Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 166, p. 126). Therefore, to build on the 

analyses of the previous chapter regarding the role textual haunting plays in 

the construction of the Golem’s identity, in this chapter I will address the 

doubled nature of the character of Elizabeth Cree as psychologically divided 

or ‘split’, and thus the ways in which her projected doppelgänger persona, 

the Limehouse Golem, is made monstrously Gothic in this tradition. 

However, in contrast to this chapter’s proposed reading of the 

depiction of the double as divided self in the novel, it is necessary to 

acknowledge that Susana Onega has alternatively argued that the characters 

of Elizabeth Cree and Dan Leno “exist in a self/shadow or doppelgänger 

relationship” with one another.92 A doubling is certainly established 

between the characters by way of their birth dates, since Ackroyd changes 

the date of the ‘real’ Dan Leno’s birth in his fictional recreation of him so 

that he will share, “curiously enough”, the same birthday as Elizabeth Cree 

                                                   
91 De Quincey himself immortalised the Ratcliffe Highway murders, and their perpetrator 
John Williams, through his “On Murder” essays, and actually refers to the murders as 
“immortal” in “On Murder”, p. 31, and again in “Postscript”, p. 97. 

92 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 191. 
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on “the 20th December, 1850” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 22). 

Such doubling is also more obviously suggested throughout the narrative by 

Elizabeth and Dan’s shared passion for theatrical performance, for the art 

of impersonation and cross-dressing, and for the world of the music hall. 

Yet the depiction of Lambeth Marsh Lizzie’s “transformation into music-

hall comedian” is achieved, as Onega argues, through a “process of 

alienation and fictionalization” that is “diametrically opposed” to Leno’s 

own monopolylinguistic creative practice, a contrast that I discussed in the 

previous chapter.93 What Elizabeth’s monomaniacal process  instead reveals 

is the increasingly unbalanced means through which she “progressively 

alienates herself from her hated ‘real’ personality” by repressing the 

traumatic upbringing that shaped it, and is thus able to effectively “bury her 

past beneath the fictional lives of one character after another”.94  

Elizabeth and Dan can thus be read to function as literary foils, for 

they are subtly doubled just enough to highlight that their significantly 

different approaches to character creation are what set them in stark 

contrast with one another. The purposeful “manipulation of the birthdates”, 

Onega suggests, alongside Elizabeth and Dan’s opposing methods for 

theatrical impersonation, position their doppelgänger relationship to be 

read as that of “a polar opposition”.95 It is on this premise, and “from a 

mythical perspective”, that Onega concludes: 

Dan Leno, the (historical) male transvestite impersonator of Sister 

Anne, and Elizabeth Cree, the (fictional) female transvestite 

impersonator of Bluebeard, may be said to stand in a doppelgänger 

relationship, with Dan Leno embodying the comic or ‘white’ 

emanation, and Elizabeth Cree the tragic or ‘black’ emanation of 

“perpetual, infinite London” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, 

p. 246).96  

                                                   
93 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 143. 

94 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 143. 

95 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 143. 

96 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 144; Peter Ackroyd, p. 70. 
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In addition, Onega also reads some of the minor characters in the novel to 

similarly “stand in a doppelgänger or ‘shadow’ relationship” to one another 

in this fashion as literary foils.97 For example, Onega argues that Karl Marx 

and Solomon Weil are doppelgängers of one another, since Weil as “the 

magus” and Marx as “the atheist” are representative of the “opposite yet 

complementary extremes of the Jewish philosophical tradition” as it is 

depicted in the novel.98 Contrary to Onega’s reading of literary foils as 

representing oppositional doppelgänger relationships in the novel, I 

propose to examine how the character of Elizabeth Cree alone portrays a 

specifically Gothic doppelgänger relationship of the double as divided self, 

read through her projection of the monstrous Limehouse Golem persona. 

According to Gothic theorist Judith Halberstam, “crime is embodied 

within a specifically deviant form” in the Gothic, within the character of “the 

monster”, for it is the figure that “announces itself (de-monstrates) as the 

place of corruption” in the narrative.99 In the Gothic narratives of Dan Leno 

and the Limehouse Golem and The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, then, 

one can read this figure of the monster to be the protagonists of Elizabeth 

Cree and Victor Frankenstein themselves, for they (un)consciously provide 

the ‘deviant form’ through which the crimes of both narratives are 

embodied, that of the Limehouse Golem and Frankenstein’s ‘Monster’. It is 

thus within Elizabeth and Victor themselves that one can find the ‘place of 

corruption’ in the narratives, for the crimes of the Limehouse Golem and 

Frankenstein’s ‘Monster’ ‘de-monstrates’ the corruption of each 

protagonist’s divided mind, which has given rise to these monstrous 

psychological projections. Following Onega’s in-depth reading of 

Elizabeth’s character in “Family Traumas and Serial Killing in Peter 

Ackroyd’s Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem”, I likewise find the 

corruption of Elizabeth’s mind to begin in her poverty-stricken childhood, 

                                                   
97 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 138. 

98 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 138. Onega also offers an example of the same kind of 
contrast between Karl Marx and George Gissing, by proposing that “Gissing’s justification 
of the evils of industrialization and his acceptance of suffering in romantic or visionary 
terms, as part of the atemporal and unchangeable pattern of human existence, is 
diametrically opposed to Karl Marx’s views on the condition of England”, p. 137. 

99 Judith Halberstam, Skin Shows: Gothic Horror and the Technology of Monsters 
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1995), p. 2. 
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with the traumatic sexual and psychological abuse that she suffers at the 

hands of her fanatically religious mother, “an alcoholic prostitute turned 

Methodist bigot”, which is recounted in chapter four of the novel.100 In 

Onega’s analysis, the consequences of Elizabeth’s abusive traumatic past 

take the “form of schizophrenia”, and so the Limehouse Golem’s choice of 

murder victims and the acts of mutilation performed upon them (often of 

their genitals) appear to “re-enact the physical and psychological tortures 

inflicted on her by her mother”.101 However, rather than reading the 

multiple personalities of Elizabeth Cree as symptomatic of the ‘return of the 

repressed’ in this psycho-sexual context, I have sought to focus on how the 

monstrous presence of Elizabeth’s uncanny doppelgänger can be 

illuminated through the lens of the Gothic as a figure of this tradition.  

Similarly, in The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, Ackroyd literally 

transforms the psychological premise that underlies Shelley’s depiction of 

the characters as physical doppelgängers, that in the process of creating a 

monster Victor Frankenstein himself becomes one, since Ackroyd’s 

Frankenstein is in fact his own ‘Monster’. In Ackroyd’s narrative, the 

monstrous doppelgänger is literally Frankenstein’s psychological alter-ego, 

an unconscious projection of Frankenstein’s fractured mind, exposed in the 

violent psychotic episode that ends the novel, which, as I have argued in the 

previous chapter, can be read as a confrontation with the uncanny’s ‘return 

of the repressed’. Therefore, in light of these readings, in what follows I will 

focus specifically on how the portrayal of the double as divided self in the 

Gothic tradition is conveyed through Ackroyd’s characterisation of both 

Elizabeth and Frankenstein, and their monstrous alternate personas, 

throughout the narratives leading up to their climactic revelatory 

conclusions.  

“To be haunted by another, by a spectre, is uncanny enough,” Dryden 

states, “but to be haunted by yourself strikes at the foundations of 

identity”.102 In Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, Elizabeth’s developing 

                                                   
100 Onega, “Family Traumas and Serial Killing”, p. 280; Metafiction and Myth, p. 142; Peter 
Ackroyd, p. 71. 

101 Onega, “Family Traumas and Serial Killing”, pp. 290-291. 

102 Dryden, p. 41. 
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metamorphoses into her new personas are detailed throughout chapters 

twenty and twenty-five of the novel, as she reflects on how Little Lizzie 

became Lambeth Marsh Lizzie who became Little Victor’s Daughter over the 

years. For example, describing how she felt after her first performance in 

the music hall, Elizabeth states:  

I had died. My old self was dead and the new Lizzie […] had been 

born at last. […] I had some other personality which walked out from 

my body every time I stood in the glare of the gas, and sometimes she 

even surprised me […][,] she was uncontrollable (Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, p. 106).  

The intensity of each transformation is marked by Elizabeth’s growing 

referral to the characters she plays in the third person, as if they are their 

own unique identities separate to herself, which is furthered by her claim 

that each bought their own clothes and “developed a life and a history which 

I quite believed when I went upon the stage” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse 

Golem, p. 149). The penultimate period in this loss of control over her 

psychological ‘transformation’ thus seems to be her “masculine turn”, when 

she creates a new identity for herself as “Little Victor’s Daughter’s Older 

Brother” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, pp. 150-152). The character 

soon becomes the more aggressively-natured “Older Brother”, who she feels 

compelled to take off the stage onto the ‘theatre’ of the city’s streets for 

night-time strolls to “see the other world” as “a terrible scamp, […] a regular 

masher” (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, pp. 153-154, see also pp. 173-

174, my emphasis). The escalation of this psychological disassociation from 

her own identity, and the mental “self-reflexivity” that such an extreme form 

of “self-address” requires for each new identity, to quote Onega, “enhances 

the schizoid element in her” to an unmanageable degree.103 These uncanny 

acts of self-transformation, which distance Elizabeth from herself so much 

that she truly believes she has become someone else, I argue, can be read to 

culminate in the psychotic break that triggers her final creation, the multi-

                                                   
103 Onega, “Family Traumas and Serial Killing”, p. 288. 
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layered monomaniacal identity that lies behind the Limehouse Golem 

persona.  

  Likewise, in The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, Victor 

unknowingly experiences the same kind of uncanny haunting by/of himself 

through his monstrous double, for to recall the above quotation by Dryden, 

the “foundations of identity” within Victor are indeed fractured, and the 

‘Monster’ whom he believes to have been stalking him and tormenting him 

throughout the narrative is in reality nothing more than a hallucinatory 

projection of himself.104 Considering Freud’s discussion of the double’s 

function as a kind of “psychic projection”, outlined at the beginning of this 

chapter, then, the uncanny experience of the double can thus be read as that 

of seeing “the projected material ‘in the flesh’”, as Stephen Frosh explains: 

We rid ourselves of what we dislike about ourselves, our envy, our 

hostility, our aggression, our shabbiness, only to find it coming back 

at us from the looking-glass. However much we attempt to disavow 

it […] this nastiness is indeed part of our very own selves.105 

Within Ackroyd’s novel, while Frankenstein’s ‘Monster’ is depicted as a 

physically separate being for most of the narrative, its status as a 

psychological projection is subtly suggested throughout Victor’s first-person 

narration in the manner that Frosh describes. For instance, in chapter 

thirteen during the first conversation that Victor has with his ‘Monster’, the 

‘Monster’ explains his own existence by stating that “[t]here is no substance 

[…] without a shadow”, and when he is asked by Victor what horrifying 

things he has done, he candidly replies, “I? I have done nothing. What have 

you done?” (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 163). In chapter 

fifteen, after the ‘Monster’ has told ‘his’ story to Victor, the psychological 

reality behind their doubled relationship is heavily suggested through their 

dialogue, as the ‘Monster’ tellingly reveals to Victor, “I am wedded to you so 

closely that we might be the same person. I was conceived and shaped in 

your hands” (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 182). The 

                                                   
104 Dryden, p. 41. 

105 Stephen Frosh, Hauntings: Psychoanalysis and Ghostly Transmissions (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), p. 28. 
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uncanniness of their dialogue is thus further enhanced by the eventual 

realisation that it is, of course, a conversation that Victor is in fact having 

with himself, and only ever occurs in his mind.106 The illusory nature of the 

‘Monster’ is therefore made gradually more evident to the reader in this 

fashion as Victor’s narrative unfolds. It is revealed through the preternatural 

awareness of one another’s thoughts in the uncanny conversations and 

interactions that they share (as exemplified above), but it is also shown 

through Victor’s growing paranoia of being followed by an unseen pursuer, 

his escalating confusion between dreams and reality, and unexplained time 

lapses, which are all intensified by his apparently increasing dependency on 

alcohol and laudanum (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, pp. 23-24, p. 

30, p. 76, p. 120, p. 138, p. 141, pp. 230-231, p. 238, p. 278). Hence, by the 

novel’s conclusion, as Charnick suggests, it becomes evident to the reader 

that the “projection is not and cannot be real: it exists purely in the 

dimension of imaginary reality, into which the reader is drawn irresistibly” 

throughout Frankenstein’s own (unreliable) narration of the narrative’s 

events.107 

Furthermore, in both Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem and The 

Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, Ackroyd’s depiction of the double as 

divided self is comparable in the way that each protagonist is 

psychologically ‘split’, causing the creation and projection of each 

character’s monstrous doppelgänger manifestation as a serial killer. David 

Punter and Glennis Byron observe, since the monster projected is a division 

of the protagonists themselves, such serial killer narratives “insist that the 

potential for corruption and violence lies within all,” and so the horror of 

their monstrosity becomes “an appalling sense of recognition: with our 

contemporary monsters, self and other frequently become completely 

untenable categories”.108 The concluding scenes of the novels, in which 

Elizabeth and Victor each perform a compulsive ‘confession’, seemingly 

                                                   
106 One such example occurs in chapter fifteen when the Monster says to Victor: “Since you 
awakened me, as you put it, I have witnessed nothing but fear and woe and violence”, to 
which Victor replies, “You have caused them”, and the Monster tellingly responds, “But you 
are the ultimate cause”, The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 183. 

107 Charnick, “Peter Ackroyd's Imaginary Projections”, p. 67. 

108 Punter and Bryon, “The Monster”, in The Gothic, pp. 263-267 (p. 266). 



262 
 

driven by a perverse sense of pride in their ‘success’, that eventually exposes 

their projected personas, significantly echo one another as I discussed in 

chapter three of this study. However, the parallels that can be drawn 

between aspects of the characters’ personalities leading up to these climactic 

revelations are noteworthy for the common influence that they appear to 

have on the moment that each character creates their monstrous 

doppelgänger and effectively becomes a serial killer. Elizabeth and Victor 

are both obsessively ambitious, and desire recognition for their work more 

than anything else in their lives. Both characters are thus overwhelmingly 

motivated by narcissism, by an unquestioning belief that they are deserving 

of such success, and consequently, they are intensely distrustful of anyone 

who may potentially threaten their achievements. It is also the failure of 

each character to satisfyingly achieve their life’s works that prompts the 

moment of creation for their monstrous psychological doppelgängers.  

For Elizabeth Cree, it is her desperation for serious artistic 

recognition on the “legitimate London stage” which leads to her 

humiliation, since her own production of her secretly revised version of her 

husband’s drama, Misery Junction, is met with disgust by John and 

“ridicule and laughter” by the bawdy audience of “all the loiterers and 

dawdlers of Limehouse” who have filled The Bell in Limehouse music hall 

(Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 231, p. 241, p. 236). It is in the utter 

devastation of this failure that Elizabeth states, “I felt myself to be changed”, 

for she feels that “[s]omething had left me – whether it was self-pride or 

ambition, I do not know – but something had gone from me for ever” (Dan 

Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 242). Therefore, I would argue, that this 

is the traumatic experience which triggers the psychotic ‘split’ in her already 

fragile psyche that will give rise to the murderous ‘Limehouse Golem’ 

persona. For Elizabeth, then, the ‘Limehouse Golem’ persona becomes the 

ultimate role, a legendary character through whom she can seek violent 

revenge on the ‘audience’ who humiliated her in the ‘theatre’ of the city’s 

streets (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 242). Like Elizabeth, the 

complete failure of Victor’s own life’s work marks a similarly pivotal 

moment in his narrative’s journey. For Victor, this failure culminates with 

his inability to resurrect the corpse of his friend Jack Keat, which triggers a 
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psychotic ‘split’ within him and thus the psychological projection of his 

experiment’s apparent success through the creation of the ‘Monster’. As 

Victor himself explains, in an unknowingly shrewd moment of self-

reflection: “In my search for life, I believed that I was about to recreate 

myself” (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 84). The projection of the 

‘Monster’ thus functions as an unconscious alter-ego through whom Victor 

seems to seek out murderous vengeance for his own life’s failings on those 

around him, since his ‘Monster’ literally “embodies the failure of 

Frankenstein’s ambition”.109  

Therefore, one can conclude that the psychological embodiment of 

each protagonist’s monstrous double can be read to manifest in echoically 

similar ways in these two novels. In each circumstance, the uncanniness of 

the doppelgänger’s projection arises from the implication that, to quote 

Frosh, “the double is both what we have been and what we will become. In 

this sense, the double is truer of us than we are of ourselves”.110 However, 

the psychological ‘splitting’ of the protagonists differs in their psyches’ 

methods of projection of the monstrous doubles, for Frankenstein is 

unaware that his doppelgänger is his own unconscious projection until his 

narrative’s conclusion, whereas Elizabeth remains consciously aware of her 

projected doppelgänger persona throughout the narrative. Nevertheless, 

the commonalties between Ackroyd’s depictions of the two (or perhaps 

four?) protagonists position their psychological projections to be read as 

monstrously embodied manifestations reminiscent of the double as the 

divided or ‘split’ self in the Gothic tradition of the late-Victorian period, in 

Halberstam words, as “a creature marked by an essential duality and a 

potential multiplicity”.111 

 

 

 

                                                   
109 Charnick, “Peter Ackroyd's Imaginary Projections”, p. 66. 

110 Frosh, p. 34. 

111 Halberstam, p. 53. 
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DOPPELGÄNGER DÉJÀ VU 

 

Ackroyd’s portrayal of the monstrosity underlying the doppelgänger 

protagonists of Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem and The Casebook of 

Victor Frankenstein extends further their (neo-)Victorian textual affinities 

(which I discussed in depth in the previous chapter), for their 

characterisation is echoic of the ‘split’ doubles of late-Victorian Gothic texts 

such as Stevenson’s Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr Hyde and 

Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray. These seminal Gothic works have been 

figuratively re-imagined and textually re-embodied since their respective 

debuts in 1886 and 1890/1891. Like Shelley’s Frankenstein and his Monster, 

the doppelgänger protagonists of both novels have similarly become iconic 

characters in modern popular culture, in particular Dr Jekyll/Mr Hyde 

whose names are now often used idiomatically for the extreme oscillation of 

someone’s emotional temperament. As Judith Halberstam writes in Skin 

Shows: Gothic Horror and the Technology of Monsters, taken together the 

characters of Dr Jekyll/Mr Hyde and Dorian Gray “represent a doubleness 

that is more than double, a threat that produces monstrosity precisely at the 

site of human identity”.112 One can argue, therefore, that Stevenson’s 

depiction of the “divided countenance” of Doctor Jekyll can also be read to 

follow the pattern of the uncanny experience of the doppelgänger as it is 

described by Freud in “The Uncanny”, which I outlined at the beginning of 

this chapter.113 In the final chapter of the novel, Doctor Jekyll describes in 

his “Full Statement of the Case”, that the physical creation of an alternate 

identity for his own deviant releases within Mr Hyde offered the same 

freeing feeling of an “assurance of immortality”, but this experience quickly 

begins to change as the strength of Hyde’s wicked character becomes 

uncontrollable, and thus comes to act as an “uncanny harbinger of death” 

for Jekyll’s own identity, and indeed for each double’s life, revealed in the 

narrative’s shocking conclusion.114 A similar pattern can be found in Wilde’s 

                                                   
112 Halberstam, p. 110. 
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114 Freud, p. 142. 
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depiction of the uncanny doppelgänger in The Picture of Dorian Gray, in 

which Dorian’s portrait acts as his supernatural double by absorbing the 

ravages of time and the effects of a life of debauchery from Dorian’s physical 

body, granting him eternal youth and beauty, while the portrait ages and 

decays in his place. However, like Jekyll before him, this ‘assurance of 

immortality’ corrupts Dorian, and by the narrative’s end, his now hideous 

portrait instead becomes an uncanny ‘harbinger of death’ for its physical 

appearance is the manifestation of what he has repressed in himself, and 

thus signifies the monster that he has truly become inside. It is precisely 

because of the portrait’s signification of the potential ‘return of the 

repressed’ that Dorian is led to his own death, for when he attempts to 

destroy it, and thus the abhorrent monster of his own making, he in fact 

stabs himself through the heart. The painting returns unharmed to its 

original “splendid portrait” and his corpse becomes “withered, wrinkled, 

and loathsome of visage”, in a gruesome twist that mimics the double’s 

demise in Stevenson’s novella.115 Hence, the uncanny experience of the 

doppelgänger famously depicted as a divided or ‘split’ self indicates that in 

the Gothic, to quote Royle, one “may want one’s double dead; but the death 

of the double will always also be the death of oneself”.116 

In Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, Elizabeth Cree’s secret 

night-time transformations from a respectable middle-class woman to a 

deviant gentleman murderer, who stalks the streets of the East End seeking 

violent releases, suggestively echoes the similarly duplicitous titular 

character(s) of Stevenson’s novella. This mirroring between the ways in 

which the city’s East End influences the formation of the ‘Limehouse 

Golem’, and the influence that this same area has over the character of Dr 

Jekyll/Mr Hyde, will be discussed further in the conclusion of this chapter. 

Onega has also drawn this comparison between the characters, suggesting 

that like Doctor Jekyll, who struggles to remain himself after each of his 

secret transformations into Mr Hyde, after each of the ‘secret’ murders 

Elizabeth commits in which she kills members of her family and her 
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theatrical troupe by whom she feels threatened (and to which she eventually 

admits in her ‘confession’, see Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 272), 

there appears to be “an increasing split between her ‘respectable’ and her 

‘music-hall selves’”.117 Like Doctor Jekyll, Elizabeth appears to become 

increasingly monopolised by her alternate identities until any resemblance 

of her own fragile sense of self is overwhelmed by their intensity, as I have 

previously discussed in this chapter. Just as Jekyll’s identity is weakened by 

the strength of Hyde’s, Elizabeth becomes similarly consumed by the 

powerful aggression of her double, the ‘Limehouse Golem’. A metatextual 

reference is also overtly made to Oscar Wilde’s novel of Gothic doubling by 

the contemporary narrator of Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, who 

explains: 

The murders in Limehouse led indirectly to The Picture of Dorian 

Gray, written by Oscar Wilde some eight years later, in which the 

opium dens and cheap theatres of that area play a large part in a 

somewhat melodramatic narrative (Dan Leno and the Limehouse 

Golem, p. 164). 

The similarities can be further found between Wilde’s divided character who 

sees decadent living as an art form, and Ackroyd’s own who instead views a 

sensational death in this way, and thus reflect one another in their attitudes 

to art, in that they both see art, or artful living, to be more real, or offer more 

reality, than life itself. This attitude is precisely what is projected through 

the creation of their monstrous doubles, for each seemingly ‘supernatural’ 

manifestation of the ‘monster’ only ever ‘exists’ in the form of a piece of art. 

The monstrosity of Dorian’s double is literally embodied within an artwork 

of himself, while Elizabeth’s double is a monstrous character she has crafted 

through the artifice of the fabricated diary of ‘John’ Cree, the Limehouse 

Golem. As the above excerpt from Ackroyd’s novel highlights, Ackroyd self-

reflexively evokes the established depiction of the city’s East End from 

Wilde’s novel, and indeed the kind of ‘monster’ that it creates, to fashion his 

own within an equally Gothic (neo-)Victorian London, to which I will shortly 

                                                   
117 Onega, “Family Traumas and Serial Killing”, p. 288. 



267 
 

return, and with reference to Stevenson’s novella, in the conclusion of this 

chapter. 

The title of The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein can be read as 

another example of textual haunting, since it contains a ‘textual phantom’ 

that evokes an uncanny sense of déjà vu with the narrative of Stevenson’s 

‘strange case’ of Doctor Jekyll and Mr Hyde, for as Ackroyd’s duplicitous 

titular character himself states, “[m]ine is a strange case” (The Casebook of 

Victor Frankenstein, p. 290). In the final paragraph of The Casebook of 

Victor Frankenstein, it is revealed that the novel’s content has not been the 

personal record of Frankenstein’s scientific ‘casebook’ as the reader has 

been suggestively led to believe through the diary-like reflections of its first-

person narration. Rather, it is Superintendent Frederick Newman’s 

‘casebook’ recording the ‘strange case’ of his patient Victor Frankenstein, a 

criminally insane inmate at the Hoxton Mental Asylum for Incurables (The 

Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 296). These eventful closing pages of 

the novel make it apparent to the reader that the narrative has not been a 

retelling of Shelley’s story about Frankenstein and his Monster, but rather 

that Ackroyd’s representation of the story is as a narrative of Gothic 

doubling wherein Frankenstein is the monster. Ackroyd’s depiction of the 

character(s) thus appears to draw a more significant parallel to the figure of 

the Gothic double in Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. 

The parallels are evident within Ackroyd’s portrayal of Frankenstein’s 

creation of his ‘Monster’ as the (psychological) consequence of a science 

experiment gone awry that, like Doctor Jekyll, effectively ‘divides’ both men 

into monstrous doubles of themselves. It thus appears, as Charnick likewise 

states, that Ackroyd is “indeed projecting the dichotomy of Jekyll and Hyde” 

onto his reimagining of Shelley’s story, particularly so in the ways in which 

“the detrimental effect of London itself brings out the Jekyll-and-Hyde 

aspects of Frankenstein’s character”, to which we shall return in this 

chapter’s conclusion.118 In his characterisation of Frankenstein as a 

similarly ‘split’ self, then, one can conclude that Ackroyd is clearly 

mimicking Stevenson’s Doctor Jekyll and his realisation “that man is not 

                                                   
118 Charnick, “Peter Ackroyd's Imaginary Projections”, p. 66. 
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truly one, but truly two”, for he even has Victor echo the very same uncanny 

feeling that “[i]f it were possible to be two people, then this was my 

condition” (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 159).119 

Therefore, what is most uncanny about the depiction of the 

monstrous double as divided self in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem 

and The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, is that both Elizabeth and 

Victor’s doubles are the embodiment of their own monstrosity, much like 

Wilde’s Dorian Gray, and particularly Stevenson’s portrayal of the doubled 

‘split’ character of Dr Jekyll/Mr Hyde in his novella. It is Doctor Jekyll’s own 

secret duplicitous life that fuels his desire to manipulate the powers of 

science so that he may himself live unburdened by societal repression, but 

in fact creates the Gothic embodiment of his degeneration in Mr Hyde, “the 

brute that slept within me”, for Hyde is born out of Jekyll’s own deviant 

desires and literally becomes him.120 Hence, like Doctor Jekyll, Elizabeth 

Cree and Victor Frankenstein are the true Gothic monsters of the texts 

because they too are the source of their own monstrous doubles, the ‘brutes 

that slept within’ them, and these monsters likewise embody the deviant 

desires of their own sick minds, albeit as psychological projections. One can 

conclude, then, that Ackroyd’s characterisation of both Elizabeth and Victor 

as monstrously ‘split’ Gothic doppelgängers does indeed suggestively evoke 

the monstrous doublings of Dr Jekyll/Mr Hyde and Dorian Gray, for they 

too are divided characters who similarly “fear and desire the monster's 

monstrosity;” in the words of Halberstam, “they desire it because it releases 

them from the constraints of an ordered life and they fear it because it 

reveals the flimsy nature of human identity”.121 

Finally, the ways in which Ackroyd conveys the uncanny influence 

that the city seems to have over Elizabeth in the creation of her ‘Limehouse 

Golem’, as well as Frankenstein and his ‘Monster’, similarly recalls how 

London itself appears to shape the formation of the doppelgänger 

characters of these late-Victorian Gothic works. “Identity and the city”, 

                                                   
119 Stevenson, p. 52. 

120 Stevenson, p. 64. 

121 Halberstam, p. 112. 



269 
 

Dryden reminds us, “are crucial to the imaginative representation of the 

divided self” in the modern Gothic.122 As I discussed in the previous chapter, 

Ackroyd evokes the “sinister, crepuscular London” of the (neo-)Victorian 

Urban Gothic, made famous by such depictions in Stevenson and Wilde’s 

texts (which he self-reflexively references), in the construction of his 

imagined city which likewise appears to function as “a haven for strange 

powers, a city of footsteps and flaring lights, of houses packed close 

together, of lachrymose alleys and false doors” (Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, p. 38). In the introduction to the Oxford University Press 

edition of Stevenson’s novella, Roger Luckhurst writes that the text has 

become so influential in the Gothic for “the fevered way in which it imagines 

London” as a “hallucinatory place, never clearly navigable, the streets even 

in daylight”, quoting Stevenson, are “like a district of some city in a 

nightmare”.123  The London of the late-nineteenth century that is depicted 

in Stevenson’s novella is thus, Dryden asserts, a kind of “Janus-faced 

metropolis” reflective of the conditions of the ‘real’ city.124 To extend the 

metaphor of a ‘Janus-faced’ city further, then, in Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem and The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, the two-faced 

nature of Ackroyd’s abhuman city and its Gothic ‘spirit of place’ appear to 

be reflected in his evocation of the (neo-)Victorian Urban Gothic city of such 

works, and is literally embodied within his ‘two-faced’ monstrous 

doppelgänger protagonists. 

The role that the city itself appears to play in creation of its Gothic 

monster in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem has been explored in 

previous scholarship, and the arguments presented are worth 

acknowledging here for their almost exclusive focus on the apparent 

influence of the political and socio-economic factors of the East End area in 

London’s history. The figure of the Limehouse Golem, according to Onega, 

represents the “macrocosmic evil emanation of the whole area of 

                                                   
122 Dryden, p. 17. 

123 Roger Luckhurst, “Introduction”, in Robert Louis Stevenson, Strange Case of Dr Jekyll 
and Mr Hyde (1886. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), vii-xxxii (xxviii); Stevenson, 
p. 22. 

124 Dryden, p. 93. 
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Limehouse” by effectively functioning as “a figment of the sick Londoners’ 

dream of greed and abysmal poverty brought about by the Industrial 

Revolution”.125 For, in Onega’s reading of the character of Elizabeth, since 

she has been shaped by her past traumas which were caused by her specific 

historical socio-economic context, her Limehouse Golem becomes a Gothic 

“emblem of the monsters bred by Utilitarian mercantilism and Methodist 

repression in the slums of London”.126 Chalupský follows the lead of Onega’s 

argument with his suggestion that the Golem is “a materialized evil spirit 

representing the dismal effects of the Industrial Revolution and capitalism 

on the weaker members of London society”.127 In a similar fashion, Ganteau 

likewise argues that the monster Elizabeth becomes “threatens the cultural 

and social order” of the city for her “modus operandi” is to push the 

boundaries of “visibility and invisibility, thereby introducing an insidious 

sense of dissonance at the heart of Dan Leno’s company and, more 

generally, in the London society of the time”.128 Wolfreys, however, argues 

that it is the historical city itself that appears to be blamed for the crimes of 

the Golem, as if it is being “haunted by its own spectre, the spectres of all its 

violated and oppressed inhabitants, reaching back over the centuries”.129 I 

find Wolfreys’ proposition to be most significant for my reading of the figure 

of the Limehouse Golem as the double as divided self in the Gothic tradition, 

for it evokes the ways in which the city is often depicted in such texts as a 

distinct character, one who wields an uncanny influence over the 

protagonists’ lives and deaths.  

As I discussed in the previous chapter of this study, in Dan Leno and 

the Limehouse Golem, the city of London, and its Gothic genius loci, is 

portrayed not only as an autonomous, omnipresent entity, but one with 

malevolent intent. Throughout the novel, the city’s influence on characters 

and events is made clear to the reader in both the first-person accounts 

                                                   
125 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 139; Peter Ackroyd, p 68. 

126 Onega, Metafiction and Myth, p. 142; Peter Ackroyd, p. 70. 

127 Chalupský, “Crime Narratives”, p. 124.  

128 Ganteau, “Vulnerable Visibilities: Peter Ackroyd's Monstrous Victorian Metropolis”, p. 
165. 

129 Wolfreys, “Peter Ackroyd and the ‘endless variety’ of the ‘eternal city’”, p. 159. 
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found in the Golem’s diary, and the observations of the third person 

narrator. For example, the contemporary narrator describes how “ordinary 

Londoners” responded to the Limehouse Golem murders with such a 

“frenzied interested” that it appeared as if: 

they had been waiting impatiently for these murders to happen – as 

if the new conditions of the metropolis required some vivid 

identification, some flagrant confirmation of its status as the largest 

and darkest city in the world (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, 

p. 88).  

This idea that the city itself has some kind of sentient power over its 

inhabitants is shared by Elizabeth Cree, who admits an awareness of its 

power over her, and actively indulges in it. Writing as ‘John’ Cree in the 

diary of the Limehouse Golem, she describes an uncanny prescience of such 

a feeling on her way to commit the murder of Solomon Weil, as she explains: 

It was so clear a night that I could see the towers of the churches of 

the East, and it seemed to me as if the whole city were trembling in 

anticipation of some great change; at that moment, I felt proud to be 

entrusted with its powers of expression. I had become its messenger 

as I walked towards Limehouse (Dan Leno and the Limehouse 

Golem, p. 85). 

As the story unfolds, it becomes clear that the decrepit area of Limehouse is 

more than just a suitably Gothic setting for the narrative’s crimes, but that 

the historic spirit of place for this “accursed and desolate spot” in the city, 

to quote Elizabeth herself, appears to be governed by a macabre legacy of 

murder. Hence, the ‘Limehouse Golem’ can thus be read to be a monstrous 

incarnation of the territorial imperative of this area of the city, the Gothic 

genius loci of London’s East End, textually embodied in the very act of 

naming the monster after the infamous district itself. This idea is further 

articulated by the contemporary narrator, who finds that in the wake of the 

Golem’s murders: 

It was as if some primeval force had erupted in Limehouse, and there 

was an irrational but general fear that it would not stop there but 

would spread over the city and perhaps even the entire country. Some 
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dark spirit had been released, or so it seemed, and certain religious 

leaders began to suggest that London itself – this vast urban creation 

which was the first of its kind upon the globe – was somehow 

responsible for the evil (Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, p. 162). 

Therefore, it is this depiction of the city as a ‘Janus-faced metropolis’, one 

which creates its own monstrous doubles in its image, that is clearly 

evocative of the (neo-)Victorian Urban Gothic, so famously distilled by 

Stevenson’s novella. By establishing his monstrous characters as a product 

of London’s East End, an area of the city with a gruesome history that has 

been further enhanced by the legacy of the Victorian Gothic which has been 

imprinted upon it, Ackroyd effectively evokes the “Gothic of a city rather 

than just in a city”, for as Robert Mighall suggests, “that city needs a 

concentration of memories and historical associations” to create the 

atmosphere of the Urban Gothic.130 As I have shown throughout this study, 

these historical associations may be found to exist within the ‘real’ city of 

London, however, the memories of these associations are most intensely 

concentrated within Ackroyd’s imagined London as a literary palimpsest of 

textual hauntings such as those previously established in the Gothic London 

inhabited by Doctor Jekyll and Dorian Gray. 

Moreover, in The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, the city is again 

depicted through recurring Gothic imagery of the East End as a “fetid body” 

that has an overwhelming effect on Frankenstein’s mental state (p. 15). It is 

an anxiety that is reflected in the paranoia that he feels of a “black shadow 

forever following” him through the city, and in the belief that it was his 

“entrance into the underworld of London” that provoked the instabilities 

within him that eventually birthed a “fetid body” of his very own through 

the projected ‘Monster’ (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 15). The 

anthropomorphised description of the city is furthered in this manner 

throughout the narrative and with increasing intensity. Victor often finds 

himself overwhelmed by the very “immensity of its life”, and he describes 

the squalid suburbs of the East End to house “such monstrousness, such 

abject horror” that inevitably “it will create monsters” (which is of course 
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the exact location where he believes he does just such a thing), and he even 

feels the uncanny other-worldly aspect of the city’s streets at night to be “an 

emanation or reflection of his own fearfulness” (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, p. 12, p. 15, p. 41, p. 120). Therefore, Frankenstein’s 

experiences in, and attitude towards, the city of London are revealed 

through the imagery that he employs in his narration of “the cityscape and 

its spirit”, to quote Chalupský, which as the narrative progresses “becomes 

identical with those of his wounded psyche”.131 For instance, on the morning 

of Daniel Westbrook’s execution (for the murder of his sister Harriet, which 

Victor knows the ‘Monster’ actually committed), Victor explains that he felt 

strangely “possessed by some spirit that broods over London on a hanging 

day, some craving for blood and punishment that is beyond rational 

calculation” (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, p. 159). While on 

another occasion, when Victor returns to his Limehouse laboratory only to 

find it has been destroyed by the ‘Monster’, upon leaving he feels as if he is 

being uncannily haunted by his ‘Monster’ through the actual space of the 

city streets themselves:  

I walked back through the streets, familiar and unfamiliar, with a 

general apprehension that he did indeed ‘somewhere behind me 

tread’; there were moments when my own shadow alarmed me, and 

I looked back with dread on several occasions. There was often the 

echo of a footfall in the alleys and along the quieter streets, and again 

I would glance around in fear (The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein, 

p. 138). 

As we have seen with Elizabeth and her Golem in Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, then, it appears to be the protagonist’s perception of the 

power of the city itself, and the potential influence that it may wield over 

them, that affects their mental (in)stability. As Ackroyd has Frankenstein 

himself explain in one such moment, “I sensed the power of the night, too, 

when the wildness of the city was manifest” (The Casebook of Victor 

Frankenstein, p. 120). In both Elizabeth and Frankenstein’s narratives, the 

city’s power of place thus becomes the means through which the Gothic ‘Dr 
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Jekyll/Mr Hyde’ characteristics of their ‘split’ psyches are drawn out, 

thereby helping to shape the projection of each monstrous doppelgänger as 

an image of the uncanny that reflects the particularly Gothic ‘spirit’ of 

Ackroyd’s abhuman city of London. 

Within Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem and The Casebook of 

Victor Frankenstein, and indeed within Hawksmoor and The House of 

Doctor Dee, Ackroyd’s depiction of the monstrous double that haunts his 

imagined city of London thus appears to reflect the figure made famous by 

the (neo-)Victorian Urban Gothic in which one finds, in Dryden’s words, it 

is the “city itself that creates its Gothic monsters out of the very conditions 

of modern metropolitan life”.132 As I have endeavoured to show throughout 

this study, the Gothic ‘spirit of place’ of Ackroyd’s fictional London world(s) 

embodies the repressed ‘unofficial’ narratives of the ‘real’ city’s history, and 

so the uncanny relationship Ackroyd’s monstrous doppelgängers share 

with his abhuman city can be further read as the symbolic embodiment of 

the consequences of the return of this repressed past to the present. Hence, 

the doubled protagonists of these four novels all appear to share a kind of 

monstrous doppelgänger relationship with the Gothic ‘spirit of place’ in 

Ackroyd’s abhuman London, through which it seems that the “labyrinthine 

city of the modern Gothic imagination is, in part, responsible for the 

creation of the monsters that roam its streets”.133 All the protagonists are 

further portrayed to possess a kind of Faustian hubris when it comes to the 

city of London, for as Matthew says of Doctor Dee, they are each “infatuated 

with the poetry of power and darkness” that the city offers, which they will 

pursue at any cost to themselves or others, and it is a pursuit that “in turn 

made [them] susceptible to the demands of envy and ambition” (The House 

of Doctor Dee, p. 133). 

Their desires are thus echoic of the Faustian ‘monster’ in the Gothic 

tradition, for they too seek an immortal, eternal form of life from the same 

kind of power that unbounded knowledge of the world’s darkest secrets is 

supposed to bring. In Hawksmoor, Nicholas Dyer wishes to manipulate 
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ancient occult patterns in the city in order to build his own historic 

architectural spaces therein through which he will be able to transcend time 

and gain immortality. Doctor Dee seeks the knowledge of the lost ancient 

city of London for the same reasons as Dyer, just as he attempts to create a 

double of himself in the homunculus so that he may be able to live again 

within all times in The House of Doctor Dee. Ackroyd’s version of Victor 

Frankenstein actually relocates to the city of London for the very purpose of 

achieving his macabre ambitions, for he seeks the occult knowledge of the 

spark of life, and likewise desires to defy death through the act of 

reanimation, because he craves the powerful kind of everlasting fame such 

a creation would grant him. In Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem, 

Elizabeth Cree also desires such immortal fame, albeit the kind of historical 

notoriety offered to a city’s infamous serial killer, and so creates the 

legendary figure of the ‘Limehouse Golem’ whose crimes retrace the 

patterns of violence that have been inflicted upon the same seedy areas of 

the city for centuries.  

It seems, then, that the abhuman city’s ‘spirit of place’ which plays 

such an integral part in fashioning each of these characters’ monstrous 

doubles, appears to share its own kind of monstrous doppelgänger 

relationship with them in the Faustian-Mephistopheles tradition of the 

motif in the Gothic. In an echo of the Faust myth, dissatisfied with the limits 

of their own lives and darkly fascinated by the city’s promise of unbounded 

power, they are willing to ‘sell their soul’ to the city’s Gothic spirit of place 

by exceeding the boundaries of human morality in their pursuits, and thus, 

like Faust, lose the integral part of what it means to be human, to be 

themselves, and are equally condemned. They each seek to learn the secrets 

and mysteries lost within the city’s past, they desire the power of its 

forbidden knowledge and occult wisdoms, and for such things they crave the 

immortality or everlasting fame that the city can potentially offer them as a 

piece of its history, no matter the consequences. In these works, the 

protagonists’ monstrosity is simultaneously both a creation and reflection 

of the Gothic genius loci of Ackroyd’s imagined literary London world(s). 

One can conclude, then, in Ackroyd’s four Gothic historiographic 

metafictions, it thus appears as if it is indeed the Gothic ‘spirit’ of Ackroyd’s 
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abhuman city, the ‘real’ London’s own monstrous doppelgänger perhaps, 

that is responsible for these novels’ doubled protagonists. 
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Photograph 9: View from St. Margaret Street of the clock tower 'Big Ben' at the Palace of Westminster, 
London (Author, 7 March 2016). 
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CONCLUSION 

 

“The antiquarian and the hunter after ghosts is, therefore, a twin being 

intent upon gathering the living presence of the past.” 

Peter Ackroyd1 

 

In the closing pages of London: The Biography, Ackroyd reflects that 

“the ancient city and the modern city literally lie beside each other; one 

cannot be imagined without the other” (p. 778). It is a statement that 

succinctly encapsulates Ackroyd’s approach to imagining London as both its 

historian and its writer, as the twinned figure of the ‘antiquarian’ and 

‘hunter after ghosts’ of this chapter’s epigraph. In this study, through the 

close textual analysis of Ackroyd’s writing, I have endeavoured to show the 

various ways in which the tropes of the Gothic and the uncanny shape and 

inform the literary London of Ackroyd’s imagination, in both his fictional 

and non-fictional works on the city. In the first chapter, I examined how the 

language and tropes of the Gothic mode complicate the relationship 

between history and geography in Ackroyd’s city in both his fiction and his 

trilogy of London histories, in which London’s Gothic genius loci is 

anthropomorphically transformed into something akin to an abhuman 

monster. In the second chapter of the study, I explored a Gothic-

chronotopic approach to reading the depiction of the haunted house in the 

novel The House of Doctor Dee, to reveal how the spatial embodiment of 

historical time functions to uncanny effect in Ackroyd’s fictional London 

world, and thus, serves as a metaphorical doppelgänger to the ‘real’ city. By 

way of concluding chapter two, and drawing the themes of Part One: 

Haunting Time, Haunting Space together, I demonstrated how the concept 

of the textual séance functions as a chronotope within the visionary 

transcendental scenes that end some of Ackroyd’s historiographic 

metafictions by closely comparing the conclusions within which Ackroyd 

                                                   
1 Ackroyd, Albion: The Origins of the English Imagination, p. 390. 
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himself appears as the character of author-narrator, and thus the ‘medium’ 

of the séance. In chapter three, I developed further my conceptualisation of 

the textual séance as a means through which we may come to better 

understand Ackroyd’s fictional aesthetic in the literary construction of his 

Gothic London worlds. I argued that the uncanny feelings of déjà vu that 

the presence of textual phantoms generate are what help to create the 

(meta)textual séances that Ackroyd as ‘literary medium’ conjures up 

through the textual hauntings of Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem and 

The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein. In the final chapter of the study, I 

analysed how the trope of Gothic doubling can be read to culminate in 

Ackroyd’s monstrous depictions of the uncanny doppelgänger protagonists 

of Ackroyd’s quartet of specifically Gothic historiographic metafictions, and 

considered how this trope serves as a conceptual metaphor for the doubling 

of the city of Ackroyd’s imagination with that of the material London world. 

It is my hope that this study will have contributed, in its own small 

way, to furthering ongoing academic discussion of Peter Ackroyd’s oeuvre, 

by addressing the relevance of the Gothic to the depiction of the city of 

London within his works. I have endeavoured to engage, however briefly, 

with as much of Ackroyd’s writing as the limited scope of the study could 

accommodate, but there have of course been several areas which I have not 

been able to address. To bring the study to a close, then, I would like to 

consider some promising opportunities for further research into Ackroyd’s 

London world, in its many and varied forms, in light of this analytical work. 

Ackroyd’s latest publication, released in May of 2017 and titled, 

Queer City: Gay London from the Romans to the Present Day, is a new 

addition to his trilogy of London histories (thereby turning it into a 

quartet).2 The study offers an evocative history of sexuality and sex in the 

city, detailing the practices of ancient societies through to the modern 

LGBTQIA community, and the concept of gender fluidity in the twenty-first 

century. Some of the content of its chapters return Ackroyd to the subject of 

his first historical study published in 1979, Dressing Up, Transvestism and 

                                                   
2 Peter Ackroyd, Queer City: Gay London from the Romans to the Present Day (London: 
Chatto & Windus, 2017). Subsequent references are to this edition and shall appear 
parenthetically within the body of the text. 



281 
 

Drag: The History of an Obsession, as well as those found in London: The 

Biography, and there are even a few veiled references to his own 

experiences scattered throughout the volume. A possible continuation of the 

argument I presented in chapter one of this study regarding Ackroyd’s 

trilogy of London histories could thus be extended to include Queer City as 

the fourth volume of the historical series. The stories that Ackroyd chooses 

to recount in Queer City likewise create a subjective montage of narratives 

which together reveal his vision of the city’s queer history as a similar, and 

often sadly Gothic, narrative of London’s transhistorical continuities. “The 

love that dare not speak its name”, Ackroyd writes in the opening lines, “has 

never stopped talking”, despite the fact that historically the traumatic 

personal and public narratives of this marginalised collection of people have 

often been brutally silenced, subconsciously repressed, or deliberately 

erased (Queer City, p. 1). On the book’s final page, Ackroyd reflects on the 

complexities of the narrative he has collected therein, writing that it “is a 

celebration, as well as a history, of the continual and various human world 

maintained in its diversity despite persecution, condemnation and 

affliction” (Queer City, p. 232). As such, Ackroyd concludes, in the face of 

unrelenting adversity, the endurance of the city’s queer history “represents 

the ultimate triumph of London” (Queer City, p. 232).  

However, issues concerning the representation of gender, sex, and 

sexuality in Ackroyd’s fictional and non-fictional works have not been 

widely pursued as an area of interest in current academic scholarship on the 

author. Ackroyd has predominately portrayed only male representatives of 

the ‘Cockney visionary’ tradition in his fiction, and exclusively so in his 

biographical studies. When queried on this apparent gender bias in an 

interview, Ackroyd responds:  

I have always written about male authors. I presume that is because 

I find it easier to represent their lives and enter their lives and 

imagine their lives, in a way it would be impossible for me with a 

female writer.3  

                                                   
3 Schütze, p. 175. 
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In another interview the following year, when asked about his exclusion of 

female London writers who also clearly embody the ‘Cockney Visionary’ 

tradition, specifically Virginia Woolf, Ackroyd acknowledges that she could 

certainly be included, that it is a “weakness” he regrets, and that he does find 

it “very difficult to create sympathetic or real, old female characters”.4 

Therefore, with the addition of Queer City to Ackroyd’s list of publications, 

further research is certainly called for to address the gap in scholarship that 

exists regarding Ackroyd’s potentially limiting portrayals of gender and 

sexuality that now appear throughout his fictional, biographical, and 

historiographical writings. 

To date, Ackroyd’s most ambitious writing project remains the 

completion of The History of England series, a momentous six-volume 

collection of historical studies on England’s past. The first four volumes of 

the series have already been published: Foundation in 2011, Tudors in 2012, 

Civil War in 2014 (which has also been released as Rebellion), and 

Revolution in 2016.5 As the title of the series evidently suggests, Ackroyd 

endeavours to compile a complete picture of the history of England by 

featuring the large events that shaped each period alongside the small 

details of everyday life, and by giving equal voice to the narratives of the 

famous and the forgotten of society. Characteristically, Ackroyd also draws 

attention to the historical continuities that he finds to have persisted from 

the nation’s pre-modern beginnings right through to the present-day. 

Collectively, the first four volumes have revealed that the series will progress 

chronologically as a predominantly linear narrative that tells the story of 

England’s past in each period. In contrast to Ackroyd’s London histories 

(and indeed including his latest addition, Queer City), it is a notably 

different approach to the unique style of historiography that the author is 

famous for, but one that is perhaps required by the sheer magnitude of this 

multi-volume project. Nevertheless, the volumes’ contents all reveal that 

Ackroyd’s specifically literary popular historian narrative style and his 
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5 Peter Ackroyd, Foundation: The History of England Volume I (London: Macmillan, 
2011); Tudors: The History of England Volume II (London: Macmillan, 2012); Civil War: 
The History of England Volume III (London: Macmillan, 2014); Revolution: The History 
of England Volume IV (London: Macmillan, 2016). 
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unique understanding of the nation’s history as it is defined by its thematic 

continuities remain present throughout. There are however some 

thematically-focused chapters which have been included that serve to 

illuminate these transhistorical continuities, which Ackroyd maintains are 

suggestively indicative of England’s guiding ‘spirit of place’ in a visionary 

tradition – the “classic spirit” that Ackroyd finds the “Gothic genius loci” to 

be fighting against (London: The Biography, p. 580). As such, it is this belief 

in the power of the ‘territorial imperatives’ of the ‘spirit of place’, regardless 

of whether their guiding influence is of a visionary or Gothic nature, that 

continues to consistently connect Ackroyd’s historiographical endeavours 

together. Hence, in addition to Ackroyd’s London histories, the six volumes 

of The History of England series collectively present another abundant 

source for future research into reading Ackroyd’s historiographical 

approach, perhaps with regards to the potential evolution of what I have 

proposed to be a specifically Gothic theory of the history of place at work in 

much of his writing. 

Further research on the role that the Gothic plays in Ackroyd’s 

London works, which this study has specifically endeavoured to develop, 

could be successfully extended to include the new film adaptation of Dan 

Leno and the Limehouse Golem, which is to be released internationally in 

2017, as well as the possible forthcoming film adaptation of The Casebook 

of Victor Frankenstein, rumoured to have been in production since 2011. 

The adaptation of Ackroyd’s Gothic novels for film presents an excellent 

opportunity for future scholarship to consider how the ideas of textual 

haunting and the (meta)textual séance proposed and examined in Part Two 

of this study with reference to these two novels, could be read to form a kind 

of textual mise-en-séance through the medium of cinematic adaptation. The 

potential for advancing such an argument by bringing the novels into 

discussion with their film adaptations is a very promising opportunity, 

which I have illustrated in brief below. 

Screenwriter Jane Goldman’s adaptation of Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, directed by Juan Carlos Medina, produced by Stephen 

Woolley and Elizabeth Karlsen of Number 9 Films, and retitled as The 
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Limehouse Golem (2016), premiered at the Toronto International Film 

Festival on September 10th 2016, and is set for cinematic release in the 

United Kingdom on September 1st 2017.6 Billed as “a gothic murder mystery 

set in the darkest alleys of Victorian London”, the film’s promotional 

materials and the press screenings’ early reviews indicate that Goldman’s 

script attempts to closely follow the multi-layered plot of Ackroyd’s novel.7 

In lieu of the contemporary historian-narrator who constructs the narrative 

retrospectively for the reader of the novel, the film shifts the audience’s 

perspective to the investigation of Inspector Kildare (Bill Nighy) into the 

‘Limehouse Golem’ killings, alongside the ongoing trial of Elizabeth Cree 

(Olivia Cooke) for the murder of her husband, which Kildare and his 

assistant, Constable George Flood (Daniel Mays), soon find converge in 

mysterious ways. A message left in Latin at one of the murder scenes leads 

Kildare’s investigation to the British Museum’s Reading Room and their 

copy of Thomas De Quincey’s 1827 essay “On Murder Considered as one of 

the Fine Arts”. Kildare discovers a notation in its margins in the same 

handwriting as the Golem’s diary (which he has previously found), and so 

suspects one of the essay’s readers to be the potential author of the crimes: 

the music hall star Dan Leno (Douglas Booth), the political philosopher Karl 

Marx (Henry Goodman), the young writer George Gissing (Morgan 

Watkins), or Elizabeth’s husband John Cree (Sam Reid).8 Elizabeth’s first-

person narrative is conveyed in flashback sequence from her prison cell, and 

as she tells Kildare of her troubled childhood, her life as a performer in 

Leno’s company, and her marriage, the Inspector hopes to exonerate her by 

                                                   
6 The Limehouse Golem, dir. by Juan Carlos Medina (Number 9 Films, 2016). Piers 
Handling, “The Limehouse Golem”, Toronto International Film Festival (10 September 
2016), <www.tiff.net/films/the-limehouse-golem/> [last accessed 20 July 2017]; “The 
Limehouse Golem”, British Board of Film Classification (BBFC), 
<http://www.bbfc.co.uk/releases/limehouse-golem-film> [last accessed 20 July 2017] 

7 “The Limehouse Golem”, HanWay Films, <https://www.hanwayfilms.com/the-
limehouse-golem> [last accessed 20 July 2017] 

8 David Sexton, “The Limehouse Golem, Film Review – Fast moving horror-cum-panto”, 
London Evening Standard (13 September 2016), 
<www.standard.co.uk/goingout/film/toronto-film-festival-2016-the-limehouse-golem-
review-fastmoving-horrorcumpanto-a3343556.html> [last accessed 20 July 2017] 

http://www.tiff.net/films/the-limehouse-golem/
http://www.bbfc.co.uk/releases/limehouse-golem-film
https://www.hanwayfilms.com/the-limehouse-golem
https://www.hanwayfilms.com/the-limehouse-golem
http://www.standard.co.uk/goingout/film/toronto-film-festival-2016-the-limehouse-golem-review-fastmoving-horrorcumpanto-a3343556.html
http://www.standard.co.uk/goingout/film/toronto-film-festival-2016-the-limehouse-golem-review-fastmoving-horrorcumpanto-a3343556.html
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proving her late husband was the Limehouse Golem by a process of 

elimination.9 

Before the official theatrical trailer was released by the film’s 

international distributor Lionsgate on May 8th 2017, a two-minute ‘teaser-

trailer’ was circulated in the lead-up to the film’s premiere at the 2016 

Toronto International Film Festival.10 It features a demure, imprisoned 

Elizabeth describing her impoverished upbringing to the staunch Inspector, 

during which a flashback sequence is shown of young Lizzie’s 

transformative visit to the (fictional) Palace Music Hall where she sees Dan 

Leno perform in full drag, signing a musical ditty about a wife taking 

murderous revenge for her husband’s acts of domestic violence. The ‘teaser-

trailer’ appears to be derived from the Craven Street music hall scene 

depicted within chapter five of Ackroyd’s novel (Dan Leno and the 

Limehouse Golem, pp. 17-21). It is a significant moment in Lizzie’s narrative, 

when the fantastical world on stage first seems to her to have much more 

life to offer than the bleak reality of London’s streets, and the trailer 

similarly follows Ackroyd’s text by drawing a stark contrast between the fog-

wreathed figures of the dimly-lit city’s cold cobblestone lanes and the bright 

warmth that radiates from the theatre’s intricately detailed gas-lit interiors, 

lively overcrowded audience, and colourful stage performers. This scene’s 

cinematography, along with the small collection of film stills currently 

available, and the official theatrical poster and tagline –“Before the Ripper, 

fear had another name”– clearly signal an aesthetic embrace of the Victorian 

Urban Gothic tropes which I have argued define the novel’s (meta)textual 

séance, and that have shaped many neo-Victorian depictions of London on 

                                                   
9 Jordan Hoffman, “The Limehouse Golem Review – an upturned Victorian murder 
mystery”, The Guardian (12 September 2016), 
<www.theguardian.com/film/2016/sep/12/limehouse-golem-review-bill-nighy-peter-
ackroyd-toronto-film-festival> [last accessed 20 July 2017] 

10 Alex Billington, “Official Trailer for Gothic Horror 'The Limehouse Golem' with Bill 
Nighy”, FirstShowing.Net (10 May 2017), <http://www.firstshowing.net/2017/official-
trailer-for-gothic-horror-the-limehouse-golem-with-bill-nighy/> [last accessed 20 July 
2017]. Nancy Tartaglione, “The Limehouse Golem: Jane Goldman On Victorian Thriller 
With A Twist; First Clip– Toronto”, Deadline Hollywood (9 September 2016), 
<deadline.com/2016/09/the-limehouse-golem-jane-goldman-interview-alan-rickman-
bill-nighy-stephen-woolley-twist-toronto-film-festival-2016-video-1201815202/> [last 
accessed 20 July 2017] 

http://www.theguardian.com/film/2016/sep/12/limehouse-golem-review-bill-nighy-peter-ackroyd-toronto-film-festival
http://www.theguardian.com/film/2016/sep/12/limehouse-golem-review-bill-nighy-peter-ackroyd-toronto-film-festival
http://www.firstshowing.net/2017/official-trailer-for-gothic-horror-the-limehouse-golem-with-bill-nighy/
http://www.firstshowing.net/2017/official-trailer-for-gothic-horror-the-limehouse-golem-with-bill-nighy/
http://deadline.com/2016/09/the-limehouse-golem-jane-goldman-interview-alan-rickman-bill-nighy-stephen-woolley-twist-toronto-film-festival-2016-video-1201815202/
http://deadline.com/2016/09/the-limehouse-golem-jane-goldman-interview-alan-rickman-bill-nighy-stephen-woolley-twist-toronto-film-festival-2016-video-1201815202/
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the big and small screens in recent years.11 However, with international 

release dates outside of Europe yet to be announced, one will have to wait 

to see precisely how haunted Goldman and Medina’s adaptation is by its 

predecessor, Ackroyd’s own thoroughly haunted neo-Victorian Gothic text.  

In comparison, the largely rumoured film adaptation of Ackroyd’s 

The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein has unfortunately remained a mystery 

since the project was initially announced in 2011. The film’s screenplay was 

supposedly going to be written by Pulitzer-prize winning playwright David 

Auburn, Timur Bekmambetov was rumoured to be directing the feature, 

and Rob Tapert and Sam Raimi’s Ghost House Pictures was set to produce 

it.12 However, since the 23rd of May, 2011, the project has been listed on the 

entertainment industry’s professional database IMDbPro as “in-

development”, and seems to still be awaiting the ‘green-light’ regarding 

formalised involvement, confirmed financing, or completion of the script, 

all of which could have potentially hindered the film from moving on to the 

pre-production phase of development.13 The lack of further information 

available could lead one to speculate that the delay in the project’s 

development may also be perhaps partly due to an array of competing 

Frankenstein-inspired films which have inundated the big screen in the 

intervening years, particularly in the lead up to the two-hundredth 

anniversary of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, of its writing marked in 2016, 

and of its publication celebrated in 2018. In light of the many difficulties 

that The Limehouse Golem also faced during its journey to completion, one 

can only hope that the work on a film adaptation of The Casebook of Victor 

                                                   
11 For some of the film’s photographic stills that have been made publicly available, see 
Jonny Bunning, “‘The Limehouse Golem’ Summons Set Photos On Social Media”, Bloody-
Disgusting (21 December 2015), <bloody-disgusting.com/videos/3373845/limehouse-
golem-summons-set-photos-social-media/>  [last accessed 20 July 2017] 

12 Mike Fleming Jr., “Latest 'Franken' Film Will Be Adaptation”, Deadline Hollywood (23 
May 2011), <deadline.com/2011/05/as-frankenfilms-flourish-david-auburn-signs-to-
write-the-casebook-of-victor-frankenstein-134647/>  [last accessed 20 July 2017] 

13 “The Casebook of Victor Frankenstein”, Internet Movie Database Professionals (23 May 
2011),  
<pro-labs.imdb.com/title/tt1943821?rf=cons_tt_indev_note&ref_=cons_tt_indev_not> 
[last accessed 20 July 2017] 

http://bloody-disgusting.com/videos/3373845/limehouse-golem-summons-set-photos-social-media/
http://bloody-disgusting.com/videos/3373845/limehouse-golem-summons-set-photos-social-media/
http://deadline.com/2011/05/as-frankenfilms-flourish-david-auburn-signs-to-write-the-casebook-of-victor-frankenstein-134647/
http://deadline.com/2011/05/as-frankenfilms-flourish-david-auburn-signs-to-write-the-casebook-of-victor-frankenstein-134647/
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Frankenstein will proceed and fresh news of its development will be 

released in the near future.14 

Finally, Ackroyd’s small collection of published short stories have 

remained unexamined by Ackroydian scholars, and have yet to be the 

subject of any kind of academic criticism. These three short stories were 

brought together and reproduced for the first time in 2001 within Peter 

Ackroyd. The Collection: Journalism, Reviews, Essays, Short Stories, 

Lectures, edited by Thomas Wright, who notes that they were not 

commissioned works, but that Ackroyd wrote them all “for his own pleasure 

some time before they were published”.15 The first short story, “The 

Inheritance”, was also Ackroyd’s first piece of fiction, originally published 

in the Spectator in 1979 on the 22nd of December. Set in contemporary 

London, the story follows a journalist writing a feature on tattooing, who 

discovers through a series of increasingly uncanny events that some occult 

power lies beneath this strange and ancient art form which threatens to take 

hold of him too. “A Christmas Story”, the second in the collection, was first 

published within The Times in 1985, rather fittingly, on Christmas Eve, and 

is an evocation of the longstanding Victorian literary tradition of telling 

                                                   
14 The Limehouse Golem is dedicated to the late British actor Alan Rickman, who was 
initially cast as Inspector Kildare but had to withdraw from the role during production due 
to his diagnosis with pancreatic cancer, from which he sadly passed away on January 14th, 
2016. After Rickman’s withdrawal, a short break in production ensued, before Bill Nighy 
was chosen to take over the role of Inspector Kildare. Producer Stephen Woolley explained 
in an interview with Alex Ritman for The Hollywood Reporter that the film adaptation was 
something he had wanted to do since the book’s publication, but it actually took him almost 
twenty years to make: “It’s been a funny old history. […] Neil Jordan and I had a deal with 
Dreamworks, we were looking for projects to develop with them. That book hadn’t been out 
long and he’d shown it to me and I thought it would be a good book to option. But Merchant 
Ivory (Remains of the Day, Howards End) had the rights, […] for 2-3 years, then I optioned 
it, but at that point Neil was doing something else and wasn’t interested, so Terry Gilliam 
knocked on my door. We developed it for a period and then we never really got a script 
together that anyone liked, I think Terry was off doing Brothers Grimm and other films. I 
just politely let it go again, and then three years later Jane [Goldman] and I had lunch and 
she mentioned that she loved the book. And the rights had just come free again, so I started 
the process again. We had a long period of having it, not having, having it”. See Alex 
Ritman, “Toronto: Producer Stephen Woolley Talks Dedicating 'Limehouse Golem' to Alan 
Rickman”, The Hollywood Reporter (9 September 2016), 
<www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/limehouse-golem-tiff-2016-stephen-926918> [last 
accessed 20 July 2017] 

15 Wright, xxvii. Ackroyd’s three short stories included within the concluding section of 
Peter Ackroyd. The Collection: Journalism, Reviews, Essays, Short Stories, Lectures are: 
“The Inheritance”, pp. 414-422; “The Christmas Story”, pp. 422-428; “The Plantation 
House”, pp. 429-449. 

http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/limehouse-golem-tiff-2016-stephen-926918
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ghost stories at Christmas time. The story begins happily enough with a 

family welcoming the birth of their first child on Christmas Eve, however, 

for the following year the father alone is haunted, and ever more disturbed, 

by ghostly echoes of the phone call that announced his baby into the world. 

The last story, titled “The Plantation House”, is the longest of the three, and 

was originally published in the New Statesman and Society Christmas 

Supplement in 1991. Again, recalling the old English custom of the 

Christmas ghost story, Ackroyd explores the ways in which the horrors of 

the past return to haunt the present through a man’s uncanny experience of 

the traumatic history of colonisation on a Caribbean island that haunts his 

strange stay at the Plantation House hotel. These three short stories each 

present yet another original opportunity for the further study of the 

uncanny in Ackroyd’s fictional world, and the ghosts of the Gothic that 

appear to haunt its many, many pages. 

As I have endeavoured to explore through this study, Peter Ackroyd’s 

literary engagement with London in all its immensity suggests it has truly 

become the landscape of his imagination. One could perhaps be forgiven for 

reading Ackroyd’s fictional, imagined London world as if it were the ‘real’ 

city’s monstrous doppelgänger, for its seemingly Gothic ‘spirit of place’ can 

be found embodied within the abhuman city of Ackroyd’s literary creation. 

Whether the immense body of work Ackroyd has produced concerning 

London amounts to a Faustian pact with the city’s Gothic spirit, as he 

himself has suggested, is a question that may be best left to his future 

biographers. “Who can fathom the depths of London?”, Ackroyd asks the 

reader of London: The Biography (p. 771), but perhaps this question is 

merely a rhetorical one, for it appears to be a depth which is matched by that 

of Ackroyd’s own imagination. 
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