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LIFE AND WORKS OF HORACE WALPOLE

Horace Walpole was the youngest son and
heir of a successful politician, Sir Robert
Walpole. Born in 1717 in London, he
is mostly known as the inventor of the
Gothic literary novel. He was a politician, a writer, and an architectural
innovator. When he moved to a new
home, he called it Strawberry Hill and
modified it to resemble a gothic castle,
which started an architectural trend.
He also started his own printing press
there in 1757.
Walpole was a prolific writer. Among his
other works, he compiled a series of biographical anecdotes on famous painters. However, except for his contribution to gothic fiction,
he was not an influential writer. His literary reputation
rests mainly on his Letters, which are of significant social and political interest. A large collection of his works, including historical writings, was published
immediately after his death in 1797.
The Castle of Otranto is considered the first “gothic” novel, a genre that loves melodrama,
mystery, hidden places, gloomy castles, the supernatural, ancestral curses, and fainting
heroines. When Walpole wrote The Castle of Otranto, he first pretended to have translated it from a lost medieval Italian transcript. But, he soon admitted his authorship when,
against his expectations, the work met with immediate success. Ironically, however, after
his revelation of authorship it was subsequently criticised severely. Today, The Castle of
Otranto is universally acknowledged as the first gothic novel.
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LIFE AND WORKS OF HORACE WALPOLE

Comprehension
Answer the questions. Give complete answers.
1. Was Walpole’s father a successful politician?
................................................................................................................
2. What was Horace Walpole mostly known for?
................................................................................................................
3. Did he write many works?
................................................................................................................
4. Why is The Castle of Otranto important?
................................................................................................................
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GETTING INTO THE STORY
Answer the questions. Give complete answers.
1. Do you like stories about ghosts?
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
2. Can you give examples of frightening characters?
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
3. What in your opinion creates terror and tension in a story?
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
4. Why are labyrinths so mysterious and fascinating?
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
5. Do you believe in the supernatural?
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
6. ‘The desire to be terrified is as much a part of the human nature as the need to laugh.’ Do you
agree with the quotation?
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
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PRESENTATION OF THE CHARACTERS

MANFRED, PRINCE
OF OTRANTO

HIPPOLITA
The wife of Manfred,
a noble, virtuous and
religious woman who
loves her husband.

An arrogant man, a usurper
who lives in the shadow of
a curse.

ISABELLA

FREDERIC

JEROME

The fiancee
of Conrad
and daughter
of Frederic.

Marquis of Vicenza,
who is the father
of Isabella.

(Count of Falconara)
who now lives as
a friar.

CONRAD
BIANCA
DIEGO, LOPEZ, JAQUEZ

MATILDA
The beautiful, sweet
daughter of Manfred and
Hippolita who is 18.

THEODORE
FALCONARA
(son of Jerome) who grows up
as a peasant.

the son of Manfred and Hippolita who dies at the age of 15.
servant of Matilda.
servants.
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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION
1

THE FOLLOWING WORK WAS FOUND in the library of an ancient Catholic
family in the north of England. It was printed in Naples, in the black letter, in the year
1529. The principal incidents probably happened in the darkest ages of Christianity, between 1095, the era of the first Crusade, and 1243, the date of the last Crusade. The style
is the purest Italian. The names of the actors are evidently fictitious.
As concerns the author’s motives for writing this work, we must consider the period in
which the story happened. In those dark ages people believed in miracles, visions, necromancy, dreams, and other supernatural events. So the author’s characters believed in
them, too. In this air of the miraculous everything tends directly to the catastrophe. The
reader’s attention is never relaxed. The rules of the drama are observed until the end.
Terror is the author’s principal engine, and it is so often contrasted by pity, that the mind
is constantly animated by interesting passions.
I appreciated the beauties of this piece, but I am not blind to my author’s defects. I believe
that the moral of the story is weak: “the sins of fathers are visited on their children to the
third and fourth generation.”
However, with all its defects, the English reader will certainly appreciate the work for different reasons: the piety that reigns all the time, the lessons of virtue that are inculcated,
and the rigid purity of the sentiments. I would like to make a short comment. Though the
main apparatus is invention, and the names of the actors are imaginary, I believe that the
basic work of the story is founded on truth.
The scene is undoubtedly set in some real castle.
The author seems frequently, without design, to describe particular parts. “The chamber,” says he, “on
bblack letter: a kind of heavy-faced, ornamental printing type, also called Gothic,
the right hand;” “the door on the left hand;” “the disOld English.
tance from the chapel to Conrad’s apartment:” these
drama: a play for theatre.
and other passages are strong presumptions that the
blind: unable to see because of injury, disease, or a congenital condition.
author had some certain building in his eye.
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SONNET TO THE RIGHT HONOURABLE
LADY MARY COKE
The gentle maid, whose sad tale
These melancholy pages speak;
Say, gracious lady, will she fail
To draw the tear down your cheek?
No; never was your pitying breast
Insensible to human sorrow;
Tender, but firm, it melts distrest
For weaknesses it never knows.
Oh! Defend the miracles I relate
Of fallen ambition punished by fate,
From reason’s angry blame.
Blessed with your smile, my brave sail
I dare expand to Fancy’s gale,
For sure your smiles are Fame.
H. W.

maid: an unmarried girl or young woman..
distrest: distressed, anxious, afflicted
relate: describe
blame: criticism
gale: wind
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POST-READING ACTIVITIES
1 - Into the TEXT
Multiple Choice
KET Read the statements and circle the correct answer.
1) The Castle of Otranto is:

c. the dark ages

a. an essay
4) “the sins of fathers are visited on their children to the third and fourth generation.” is:

b. a poem
c. a novel

a. an author’s defect
2) The Castle of Otranto is printed in:

b. the moral of the story

a. Italian

c. the beauty of the piece

b. old English
5) The Castle of Otranto is probably set in:

c. black and white

a. an imaginary building
3) The story characters believe in:

b. an imaginary castle

a. the supernatural

c. a real castle

b. the importance of nature

2 - Working with LANGUAGE
Past simple
Past Simple is used for:
• Actions which took place at a definite moment in the past.
Example:
Horace Walpole wrote The Castle of Otranto in 1764.
• Past habits and routines.
Example:
When he was young he always told tales.
• Actions in the past with no connection with the present.
Example:
In ancient times people believed in supernatural events.
We form the Past Simple by adding –ed to the end of regular verbs.
Start → Started, Walk → Walked
For the negative we use: did + not + verb
Drink → Did not drink.
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To make questions we use: did + subject + verb
Eat → Did you eat?
Key words: yesterday, last night, 2 years ago, in 1999.
Irregular verbs have their own form in the Past Simple which you must memorise. However in
the negative and interrogative they are left in their base form.
Example:
Eat → I ate it. I did not eat it. Did you eat it?
Use the correct form of the Past Simple to fill in the blanks (regular verbs).
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Horace Walpole ………………….. (talk) about gothic castles in ancient times.
In ancient times people ………………………….. (believe) in superstition.
The writer ……………………….. (not like) the moral of the work.
Events ………………………………. (happen) in a real castle.
……………………. (the writer, describe) a fictitious building?

Circle the correct letter in order to complete the sentences (irregular verbs).
1) Someone …… (find) the work in the library of an ancient Catholic family.
a. finded

b. finden

c. found

2) The main events ………(take) place in the darkest ages of Christianity.
a. took

b. taked

c. taken

3) The names of the characters ……(be) evidently fictitious.
a. were

b. been

c. was

4) In the work the writer…………(build) an atmosphere of terror.
a. builded

b. builted

c. built

5) The writer probably………………………. (have) a real castle in his mind.
a. haved

b. had

c. haven

3 - Beyond the TEXT
Emotions
In the SONNET TO THE RIGHT HONOURABLE LADY MARY COKE there are some important
words expressing emotions. Can you find them? And you? How intensely do you live your
emotions? With a partner discuss the following questions:
• How do you feel today?
• How do you feel when you get good/bad marks at school?
• How often do you feel exhausted?
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CHAPTER 1

AN ANCIENT PROPHECY
Filling In
KET Read the definitions and rearrange the words.
1. A prediction of what will happen in the future.
C Y P R O P H E
........................................
2. The place where some people think good people go when they die.
V E N H E A
........................................
3. The place where some people think bad people go when they die.
L L H E
........................................
4. To force an evil spirit to leave a person or place by using prayers or magic.
C I S E E X O R
........................................
5. Affected by magic or seeming to be affected by magic.
T E D E N C H A N
........................................
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CHAPTER 1 | AN ANCIENT PROPHECY
2

MANFRED, PRINCE OF OTRANTO,
had one son and one daughter: the latter, a very
beautiful virgin, aged eighteen, was called Matilda. Conrad, the son, was three years younger.
He was sick; but he was the darling of his father,
who never showed affection to Matilda. Manfred
was impatient about marrying his son Conrad to
the marquis of Vicenza’s daughter Isabella.
Hippolita, Manfred’s wife, was worried about marrying the young prince so early (he was only 15),
but her husband ignored her interest, simply pointing
to her own sterility, that had given him only one heir.
Manfred seemed quite quick about the wedding, probably because of his fear of an ancient prophecy: “The castle
and lordship of Otranto will pass from the present family, whenever the real owner is grown too large to inhabit it.”
The wedding ceremony was fixed for Conrad’s birthday. However, when the company was
assembled in the chapel of the Castle and everything was ready for the divine office, Conrad
was missing. Manfred sent a servant to look for his son, but the servant returned breathless
and worried telling him about a giant helmet in the court. There was terror and amazement.
While the Princess Hippolita was anxious for her son, Manfred asked imperiously what
the matter was. The servant made no answer, but he continued pointing towards the
courtyard; and at last, after repeated questions were put to him, he cried out, “Oh! the
helmet! the helmet!”
Manfred reached the helmet, which his servants were trying to raise.
“What are you doing?” cried Manfred, furiously; “where is my son?”
Different voices replied, “Oh! my Lord! the Prince! the Prince! the helmet! the helmet!”
Shocked by these sounds, he advanced quickly, — but what a sight for a father’s eyes! —
he found his child almost buried under the enormous helmet, larger than any casque ever
made for a human being, with a great quantity of black plumes.
However, Manfred seemed more interested in the helmet than in his son’s death. While
Hippolita and Matilda were very sad for the death
of their son/brother, and Isabella joined in their
darling: used when you speak to someone
sorrow, Manfred’s only interest was the casque
you love.
in the court. He touched and examined the fatal helmet: military hat, used to give protection
casque.
sight:
view, vision.
Conrad’s disfigured corpse was carried into the hall.
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A young peasant appeared who noted a strong resemblance between the casque and that of
the black marble figure of Alfonso the Good, one of the former princes, in the church of St.
Nicholas. Manfred was furious about this. But, before he could punish the young peasant,
some spectators came back from the church and informed Manfred that the statue’s helmet
was missing. Manfred accused the peasant of being a necromancer and gave orders to
imprison him without food underneath the casque in the court. He then locked the gates
of the castle and retired to his chamber.
Meanwhile, Hippolita was worried about Manfred and sent Matilda to visit and comfort her father. But Manfred, telling Matilda that he did not want a daughter, sent her
away. Matilda trembled at his austerity. She returned to her mother and assured her
that her husband was well. A servant appeared, informing Isabella that Manfred wanted
to see her.
“Me!” cried Isabella.
“Go,” said Hippolita, comforted by a message from her Lord: “Manfred fears the
shock of my sorrow. Console him, dear Isabella, and tell him I will suppress my own
suffering.”
Obeying, Isabella went to see Manfred.
It was now evening, and the servant accompanying her was carrying a torch. However,
when they reached Manfred’s chamber, he ordered the servant to take away the light and
leave.
“I sent for you, Lady,”Manfred said — and then he stopped under great appearance of
confusion.
“My Lord!”
“Curse on Hippolita!” cried Manfred. “Forget her from this moment. In short, Lady, you
will have a husband who will know how to value your beauties, and who may expect a
lot of children.”
“Oh, my Lord!” said Isabella, “my mind is too sad for the recent catastrophe in your family to think of another marriage.”
“In short, Isabella, since I cannot give you my son, I offer you myself.”
“Heavens!” cried Isabella, “what do I hear? You!
my Lord! You! My father-in-law! The father of
nnecromancer: a person who practices the
Conrad! The husband of the virtuous and tender
act
a of communicating with the dead in
Hippolita!”
order to discover what is going to happen
in the future.
“I tell you,” said Manfred imperiously, “Hipmeanwhile: in the time between two things
polita is no longer my wife; I divorce her
happening, or while something else is hapfrom this hour. My fate depends on having
pening
to curse: to say magic words that are insons, and this night will give a new date to
tended to bring bad luck to someone.
my hopes.”

14

CHAPTER 1 | AN ANCIENT PROPHECY
At those words he took the cold hand of Isabella, who, half dead with panic and horror,
departed from him. Manfred rose to follow her, but suddenly he saw the plumes of the
fatal helmet at the window.
“Look, my Lord! see, Heaven itself declares against your impious intentions!” cried Isabella.
“Heaven nor Hell will impede my designs,” said Manfred.
Shortly after, the portrait of his grandfather emitted a deep sigh, which distracted Manfred
for a moment. Isabella saw her chance and escaped, while the portrait abandoned its panel
and descended on the floor with a melancholy air. Manfred, full of anxiety and horror,
followed the painting to a chamber into which it entered. However, before Manfred could
enter, the door was closed with violence by an invisible hand.
“I will use the human means in my power for preserving my race; Isabella will not escape
me.”
So he decided to follow Isabella, who had escaped into a subterranean vault that led to
the church and convent of St. Nicholas. It was not easy for one under so much anxiety
to find the door that opened into the cavern. An awful silence reigned in those subterraneous regions, in the labyrinth of darkness where every murmur gave Isabella new
terror. Words cannot paint the horror of the Princess’s situation. Alone in a dark place,
hopeless of escaping, expecting every moment the arrival of Manfred, she implored the
assistance of every saint in heaven. For a considerable time she remained in an agony of
despair. Then she encountered the young peasant and, believing it the ghost of Conrad,
she screamed.
The peasant helped her escape through a secret trap-door, before Manfred reached them.
When he did, the peasant explained how he had escaped from the helmet-prison. Manfred
asked the young man about Isabella, too. The peasant pretended not to know anything
about her, trying to win time for Isabella. While the two were in discussion, two servants
came and told Manfred that, while they were trying to find Isabella in the great gallery,
they saw a giant in armour in a chamber close by.
“For Heaven’s sake, my dear, good Lord,” cried Jaquez, “do not go to the gallery. Satan
himself, I believe, is in the chamber next to the gallery.”
Manfred’s voice hesitated, and he asked with disorder—
“What is in the great chamber?”
vault: a large room or chamber used for
storage, especially an underground one.
trap-door: a door in a floor or ceiling
that leads to another, often hidden
room.
armour: metal clothes that soldiers
wore in the past when fighting.
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“My Lord,” said Jaquez, “when Diego and I came into the gallery we found nobody.
When we came to the door of the great chamber,” continued Jaquez, “we found it shut. I
heard the noise. Diego opened the door, he cried out, and he ran back. I ran back too. It
was a giant, I believe; a giant in armour, for I saw his foot and part of his leg, and they
were as large as the helmet below in the court. For Heaven’s sake, my good Lord, send for
the chaplain, and have the castle exorcised, for, for certain, it is enchanted.”
Manfred was determined to find out more about these strange events, and the peasant
offered his help. Suspecting that Isabella was hiding in his wife’s chamber, Manfred
went there first and then he told Hippolita to call the chaplain. He then continued his
search.
When he returned from the vault, he found Hippolita and the chaplain, who assured him
that the vision of the gigantic leg and foot was all a fable. They had examined the chamber
and they had found nothing.
Manfred recovered a little from the tempest of mind caused by so many strange
events. He once again decided to marry Isabella
and, after giving orders to guard the castle and
cchaplain: a Christian official for the relilock the peasant in a room, he retired to his
ggious dutie.
chamber.
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POST-READING ACTIVITIES
1 - Into the TEXT
Fill in the gap
KET Choose the answer a, b or c which best fits each space.
PLOT SUMMARY
The Castle of Otranto, by Horace Walpole, is generally viewed as the first Gothic (1) ....................,
a genre that loves melodrama, mystery, hidden places, ancestral curses, and fainting heroines. Its
first edition, (2) .................... in 1764, claimed to be a translation of a work printed in Naples in
1529 and newly discovered in the (3) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . of ‘an ancient Catholic family in the north
of England’. It tells the story of (4) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . , the prince of Otranto and lord of the castle,
and his family. The book begins on the wedding-day of his sickly son Conrad and princess (5)
..................... Shortly before the wedding, however, Conrad is killed by a gigantic helmet that
falls on him from above. This inexplicable event is probably due to an ancient (6) ....................
“That the castle and lordship of Otranto will pass from the present family, whenever the real owner is
grown too large to inhabit it.” Manfred, terrified that (7) .................... death signals the beginning
of the end for his line, decides to prevent destruction by marrying Isabella himself while divorcing his
current wife (8) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . However, as Manfred attempts to marry Isabella, she escapes
to a church with the aid of a (9) ..................... The Castle of Otranto blends elements of realist
fiction with the supernatural and fantastical, using many of the plot devices and character-types that
are typical of the (10) ....................: secret passages, hidden identities and vulnerable heroines
escaping from men with evil intent. The novel was a success all over Europe.
1.

a.

novel

b.

poem

c.

essay

2.

a.

suppressed

b.

written

c.

published

3.

a.

librarian

b.

library

c.

bookshop

4.

a.

Manfred

b.

Conrad

c.

Nicholas

5.

a.

Hippolita

b.

Matilda

c.

Isabella

6.

a.

tale

b.

story

c.

prophecy

7.

a.

Conrad’s

b.

his

c.

Isabella’s

8.

a.

Isabella

b.

Matilda

c.

Hippolita

9.

a.

peasant

b.

chaplain

c.

servant

10.

a.

Fantasy

b.

Gothic

c.

Tragedy
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Multiple choice
KET Read the statements and circle the correct answer.
1. Manfred is ... an ancient prophecy.

b. because he loves her.

a. aware of

c. because of her beauty.

b. afraid of
4. The young peasant ... Isabella’s escape.

c. in contrast with

a. favours
2. The young peasant is accused of

b. impedes

a. killing Manfred’s son.

c. interferes with

b. communicating with the dead.
5. A chaplain is necessary for ... the castle.

c. imprisoning Manfred.

a. enchanting.
3. Manfred wants to marry Isabella:

b. exorcising

a. for a new heir.

c. bewitching

2 - Working with LANGUAGE
PAST CONTINUOUS
Past Continuous is used to talk about:
An action in progress at a particular moment in the past.
Ex. What was the prince doing yesterday at this time? He was celebrating a wedding.
Two or more past simultaneous actions.
Ex. While Hippolita was dancing, Matilda was singing.
We use the Past Continuous to indicate that a longer action in the past was interrupted. The
interruption is usually an action in the Past Simple.
Ex. While Manfred and the peasant were talking, two servants came.
Ex. The two servants were trying to find Isabella when they saw a giant.
We form the Past Continuous with the verb To Be in the Past and the main verb + ing.
Read > I was reading, Walk > I was walking.
We form the negative with the verb To Be in the Past + not + the main verb + ing.
Read > I wasn’t reading, Walk > I wasn’t walking.
To make questions we use the verb To Be in the Past + subject + the main verb + ing.
Read >Were you reading?
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Circle the correct alternative in order to complete the sentences.

1. While the company assembled/was assembling in the chapel, Manfred sent a servant to look
for his son.
2. While Manfred was speaking, he took/was taking Isabella’s hand.
3. Manfred pursued/was pursuing Isabella when he saw the helmet.
4. While Manfred and the peasant argued/were arguing, two servants arrived.
5. The two servants were trying to find Isabella when they saw/were seeing a giant in armour.
Complete the sentences with the Past continuous or Past simple of the verb.
1. Manfred ..................... (advance) quickly when he ..................... (find) his son dead.
2. While Matilda ..................... (assure) her mother, a servant ..................... (appear).
3. Manfred ..................... (enter) a chamber when an invisible hand ..................... (close)
the door.
4. Isabella ....................... (escape) when she ...................... (meet) the young peasant.
5. Diego ...................... (open) the door when he ...................... (cry) out.

3 - Beyond theTEXT
Ghosts
In the novel when Isabella meets the young peasant she believes it to be the ghost of
Conrad and she screams. And you? Do you believe in ghosts? With a partner discuss the
following questions:
1. Do you believe in ghosts? (Why/Why not?)
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Have you ever seen a ghost?
Do you know any ghost stories?
Do you know of any famous ghosts?
Would you like to meet a ghost?
Talk in groups about aliens, angels, zombies, vampires, dragons, and witches. What do you think
about each? Do they exist? Why/Why not?

20

CROSSING BRIDGES
Gothic Architecture

3

Gothic literature takes its themes of terror, darkness,
sublimity, and confusion from Gothic architecture.
Gothic architecture is a style of building that was popular in the Middle Ages, from about the twelfth to the
fifteenth century. The style itself originated at the
abbey church of Saint-Denis in Paris. The style was
first adopted by the English; later it spread throughout
France, parts of Germany and Northern Italy. Most
gothic buildings are religious buildings: abbeys, cathedrals, monasteries. Pointed arches, intricate stonework
and sculptures (like gargoyles), tall spires, high vaulted
ceilings, and stained-glass windows are characteristics of
Gothic architecture. These features are all the consequence
of the main goal of Gothic architecture: a focus on large stainedglass windows. This allowed more light to enter the cathedral. The
light through the windows was a majestic illustration of God’s grace upon the darkness of
humanity. The Gothic architecture created an incredible amount of space inside the cathedral. As people entered the church, it seemed as if they were entering a heavenly realm.
This holy space, filled with light and beauty, was a place of protection from the life of
darkness just outside.

Comprehension
Mark statements as True or False.
1. Gothic literature influenced Gothic architecture.

T

F

2. Gothic style in architecture developed only in England.

T

F

3. Light in the Gothic buildings symbolized God’s grace.

T

F

21

