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In Go thic Things, Jef frey An drew Wein stock’s main ar gu ment is that
the Go thic, re gard less of the me dium, is the dark coun ter part of
Thing Theo ry or “non- human turn”—a term coi ned by Ri chard Gru sin
in 2015 1. What Thing Theo ry pro poses is a new ap proach to ob jects,
es pe cial ly their in ter ac tions with hu mans. It in cludes such theo ries as
Object- Oriented-Ontology, New Ma te ria lism, Spe cu la tive Rea lism,
and Eco cri ti cism, which share a cri ti cal view of an thro po cen trism.
For Thing Theo rists, ob jects are more than their in ten ded func tion.
This claim dis rupts the re la tion ship bet ween hu mans/sub jects and
ob jects. Thus, scho lars of the non- human turn aim to ack now ledge
the agen cy of mat ter and avoid cor re la tio na lism—an idea that
consists of thin king “ob jects and their qua li ties in their spe ci fi ci ty,
out side of their par ti cu lar mea ning and use for human beings” (Wein‐ 
stock: 11). This leads to a de cen te ring of the human sub ject, as well as
a flat on to lo gy that constructs human beings as ob jects among ob‐ 
jects. For Wein stock, the Go thic ra ther fo cuses on what Thing Theo ry
has igno red, such as the deep an xie ties lin ked to such de cen te ring.
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While the non- human turn tries to reach a more equal re la tion ship
bet ween human beings and ob jects, the Go thic does not re frain from
ob jec ti fying hu mans or en do wing ob jects with un can ny life. Both
theo re ti cal ap proaches the re fore focus on the same phe no me non but
por tray dif ferent emo tio nal res ponses: while Thing Theo ry is ho pe ful,
the Go thic high lights the hor ror and an xie ty of the si tua tion.

In the pre face, Wein stock ex plains that his book took seed in his mind
in 2011, after he at ten ded a panel at George Wa shing ton Uni ver si ty.
That is when he was first in tro du ced to the va rious theo ries ga the red
under the term “Thing Theo ry,” and wi shed to fa mi lia rize him self with
them. Ho we ver, while stu dying those ap proaches, he noted that many
concepts and tropes were also present in the Go thic since its be gin‐ 
nings as a genre in the eigh teenth cen tu ry. His book the re fore ex‐ 
plores the dif ferent ma ni fes ta tions of Go thic Ma te ria lism. Ac cor ding
to him, the Go thic has al ways been preoc cu pied with the ma te rial
world, its agen cy, and ques tio ning the dis tinc tions bet ween human
and non- human mat ter.

2

The title and sub title of his book sum ma rize what, to him, are the
main cha rac te ris tics of ma te ria li ty in the Go thic genre. Re lying on the
work of Jane Ben nett who, as a thing theo rist, consi ders ob jects as
ha ving “thing- power,” 2 that is, an abi li ty to ani mate and exist in de‐ 
pen dent ly of human beings. En coun te ring this as pect of ob jects is a
sort of “re ve la to ry ex pe rience” (Wein stock: 9) that can eli cit an “en‐ 
chant ment,” or “won der.” In the case of the Go thic, Wein stock argues,
“dark en chant ment” is “a second- order un can ny sen sa tion of ex ten‐ 
ded du ra tion” that is “pro vo ked by on to lo gi cal confu sion” (42). In deed,
“dark en chant ment” is part of what Wein stock re fers to as “An thro po‐ 
cene an xie ty”—the “fear of lo sing control, of not being in charge, of
being re du ced to the sta tus of a thing among other things, of the
world cea sing to exist only for us, of the world cea sing to exist at all”
(8). One of the ar gu ments in Wein stock’s book is that this an xie ty is at
the cen ter of Go thic ma te ria lism. In deed, its re pre sen ta tions of the
re la tion ship bet ween the human and the non- human are al ways am‐ 
pli fi ca tions of our real- life in ter ac tions with the ma te rial world and of
the power we at tri bute to ob jects.

3

The in tro duc tion, “Omi nous Mat ter,” as well as the first two chap ters
—“Go thic Thing Theo ry” and “Dark En chant ment and Go thic Ma te ria ‐
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lism”—serve to de fine the prin ci pal no tions used in the book. Wein‐ 
stock re lies on the theo re ti cal works of Fred Bot ting 3, Nick Groom 4,
Eve Ko sof sky Sedg wick 5, and Ann Rad cliffe 6 to de fine what the Go‐ 
thic genre is. The Go thic is a genre “preoc cu pied with lo ca ting and
overs tep ping cultu ral ex pec ta tions and boun da ries” (1), es pe cial ly, in
the context of Wein stock’s study, those bet ween the human and non- 
human that re sult in hor ror. Wein stock also links Donna Ha ra way’s
de fi ni tion of the Chthu lu cene 7 with Ti mo thy Mor ton’s hy per ob jects 8.
He es ta blishes that “Cthul hu works sur pri sin gly well as an ava tar for
cli mate change—a mas si ve ly dis per sed threat to human sur vi val that
can’t real ly be fought di rect ly” (6). In deed, H.P. Lo ve craft's ex tra ter‐ 
res trial deity and his Cos mi cism concur with An thro po cene an xie ty.

Ac cor ding to Wein stock, Go thic dis course cen ters around three main
tropes—spec tra li ty, mons tro si ty, and apo ca lypse—and even tual ly tells
“a Go thic tale of a haun ted pla net, filled with mons ters, fra med
against the ba ck drop of apo ca lypse” (34). Most of the first chap ter,
“Go thic Thing Theo ry,” is de di ca ted to going over those three tropes.
Wein stock argues that 20thtwentieth-  and twenty- first-century cri‐ 
ti cal and cultu ral theo ry was mar ked by a “spec tral turn” fol lo wing
the pu bli ca tion of Der ri da’s Spec ters of Marx in 1993, and a “mons ter
turn” trig ge red by Cohen’s Mons ter Theo ry: Rea ding Culture (1996), as
well as an “ex tinc tio nist turn,” al though “there is not as far as [he is]
aware a single foun da tio nal text ca ta ly zing” this last one (32). Ghosts
and haun ting are cen tral to cri ti cal dis course, in clu ding Thing Theo‐ 
ry, be cause they act as an in ter me dia ry bet ween hu mans and “the in‐ 
ac ces sible real” (26). Mons ter Theo ry al lows both “ex pli ca tions of how
mons ters func tion as me ta phors for par ti cu lar an xie ties and de sires
in spe ci fic contexts, and ap pro pria tion/de cons truc tions of mons tro‐
si ty in the name of so cial and, more re cent ly, eco lo gi cal jus tice” (27).
The re cur ring theme of the apo ca lypse comes from the awa re ness of
our own mor ta li ty and the slow des truc tion of the earth, which re‐ 
sults in strong an xie ty when faced with the im pos si bi li ty of ima gi ning
a fu ture de pri ved of human beings.

5

When de fi ning “omi nous mat ter” as “mys te rious ob jects that ex ceed
their in ten ded pur poses” (44), Wein stock clas si fies Go thic ob jects into
three ca te go ries: cur sed ob jects, conduits, and ins pi ri ted ob jects.
Cur sed ob jects are “in ves ted with an in trin sic power to bring mis for‐ 
tune and tra ge dy” (45), and are often found in cau tio na ry tales so me‐
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times cri ti ci zing co lo nia lism, though this sub text tends to be am bi‐ 
guous. Wein stock pro vides va rious examples of cur sed ob jects, such
as the mum mi fied mon key’s paw in W. W. Ja cobs’ 1902 short story
(46-7). Conduits are “chan nels or por tals to ano ther di men sion or
plane of exis tence” (49) be cause they are in ter faces that allow for va‐ 
rious forms of trans gres sion, the “most fa mi liar” one being the Ouija
Board (49). The last ca te go ry co vers ob jects that seem alive and pos‐ 
sess their own agen cy, whe ther they are an thro po mor phic or not, as
is the case with the car cal led Chris tine in Ste phen King’s epo ny mous
1983 novel (55).

The four fol lo wing chap ters go over the “pri vi le ged ca te go ries of Go‐ 
thic things” (44), na me ly the body, books, and ar chi tec ture or land‐ 
scape. Be cause he argues that the body is “the Go thic thing par ex‐ 
cel lence” (72), Wein stock de di cates two chap ters to this ca te go ry of
things: “Body- as-Thing” and “Thing- as-Body”. Both types of bo di ly
mat ter have to do with in ver sions of the tra di tio nal human- object op‐ 
po si tion, what Sta cey Alai mo calls “trans- corporeality,” 9 and consist
of ob jec ti fi ca tion or per so ni fi ca tion. The body- as-object is re la ted to
Julia Kris te va’s no tion of “ab jec tion”. 10 The rei fi ca tion of human bo‐ 
dies can occur through fe ti shi za tion, de mo nic pos ses sion, mind
control, or mad ness. To illus trate the Go thic theme of “the human
body trea ted as a thing avai lable from frag men ta tion and even
consump tion,” Wein stock fo cuses on Poe’s 1835 short story “Be re‐ 
nice,” along with Clive Bar ker’s 1984 “The Mid night Meat Train.” Ac‐ 
cor ding to Wein stock, the mask serves as a tran si tion bet ween the
body- as-object and the thing- as-body be cause it “en acts both trans‐ 
for ma tions” (87). The thing- as-body is then in ani mate mat ter that
sud den ly seems im bued with life and agen cy. An thro po mor phic ob‐ 
jects are the most li ke ly to come to life, as is the case with corpses
that be come zom bies (Night of the Li ving Dead, George Ro me ro,
1968), por traits (“The Oval Por trait,” Edgar Allan Poe, 1842), pho to‐ 
graphs (“The Mez zo tint,” M. R. James, 1904), or li ving dolls (such as
Chu cky, go lems, or voo doo dolls).

7

When it comes to books, or ra ther “all forms of writ ten com mu ni ca‐ 
tion” (115), Wein stock re lies on J. L. Aus tin’s de fi ni tion of per for ma tive
ut te rances 11 Once again, Go thic books are am pli fi ca tions of real- life
“cli chés and un ders tan dings” (116) about writ ten lan guage, es pe cial ly
by li te ra li zing com mon me ta phors. Ac cor ding to Wein stock, the per‐
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for ma tive power of books is even stron ger than the ori gi nal de fi ni tion
be cause Go thic books don’t re quire the so cial di men sion des cri bed
by Aus tin. He then goes on to des cribe va rious types of Go thic books,
star ting with found ma nus cripts that present the book as a “rea li ty
ma ni pu la tor” and “af fect ge ne ra tor” (118). There are also cor rup ting
books that be come like pos ses sing en ti ties (such as the yel low book
in Wilde’s 1890 The Pic ture of Do rian Gray), as well as por tals that li‐ 
te ra lize “the fa mi liar me ta phor of books as door ways to other worlds”
(130). The ca te go ry that “of fers the clea rest illus tra tion of the per for‐ 
ma ti vi ty of Go thic books” is the gri moire, “as rea ding the spell aloud—
so me times in conjunc tion with other ri tuals—holds the po ten tial to
alter rea li ty” (122). To illus trate this ca te go ry, Wein stock most ly re lies
on the example of Lo ve craft’s Ne cro no mi con which ap pea red in va‐ 
rious works of his. Last ly, the li ving book is “the form de mons tra ting
the most agen cy” (132), as in Mar ga ret Irwin’s 1930 short story en tit‐ 
led “The Book.”

Fi nal ly, the last Go thic thing that Wein stock ex plores in his book is
built struc tures, more es pe cial ly “the human ex pe riences of place and
ar chi tec ture” (137). He starts by de ve lo ping Yi-Fu Tuan’s dis tinc tion
bet ween space and place, 12 in which space be comes place when
human beings as cribe mea ning to it, ob jec ti fying it. Yet, Wein stock
argues that this theo ry omits “the qua li ties of the place it self” (138)
and how they in fluence hu mans’ in ter pre ta tion of space, fol lo wing
Barthes’ no tion of punc tum 13. In this chap ter, Wein stock’s “ar gu ment
is that not only is there no haun ted house wi thout the house, but that
room or buil ding is as im por tant to the haun ting as the ghost” (145).
Haun ted spaces have been part of the Go thic tra di tion since its be‐ 
gin ning with The Castle of Otran to (1764). The as so cia tion bet ween
the ghost and the house creates what he calls “ar chi tec tu ral dread”
(146). This dread can ei ther occur in in ter sti tial spaces (as de fi ned by
Roger Luck hurst 14), es pe cial ly cor ri dors, or when space is sub jec ted
to ma ni pu la tion and dis tor tion. One in ter es ting example is Mark Z.
Da nie lews ki’s 2000 novel House of Leaves whose “convo lu ted nar ra‐ 
tive” matches its pre sen ta tion of a house that is “dis tur bin gly big ger
on the in side than on the out side” (165). Once again, Go thic ob jects
seem to cen ter around the no tion of boun da ries and their dis so lu‐ 
tion. Wein stock argues that the basic for mu la for the haun ted house
is “buil ding + tra gic past” (153). Mo reo ver, ac cor ding to the examples
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he uses, their main cha rac te ris tic seems to be sen tience or agen cy.
Once again, haun ted Go thic spaces are “sim ply exag ge ra tions of the
norm” (169).

Ove rall, Wein stock’s Go thic ma te ria lism is, to some extent, a cri ti cism
of Thing Theo ry. In deed, Go thic ob jects are dee ply tied to human
beings, so human- object in ter ac tions can not be igno red, as ar gued by
thing theo rists when they ad vo cate avoi ding cor re la tio na lism. Trying
to think of ob jects as in de pendent of human in fluence is im pos sible
be cause it would ne glect the va rious so cio lo gi cal, po li ti cal, and his to‐ 
ri cal fac tors that contri bu ted to the sha ping of human- object in ter ac‐ 
tions: “Thing Theo ry has been cri ti ci zed as a kind of ba ck door idea‐ 
lism that iro ni cal ly fe ti shizes ob jects at the ex pense of their ma te rial
his to ries” (39). Wein stock also ques tions the prin ciple of flat on to lo gy
on se ve ral oc ca sions, ar guing that thin king that “all things are equal
in exis ting can li cense ra ther than di mi nish ex ploi ta tion” (30).

10

Wein stock’s book is a va luable contri bu tion to Go thic stu dies and ca‐ 
ta lyzes va rious theo ries and no tions sur roun ding the study of Go thic
ma te ria lism. His work bor rows concepts from va rious fields, ran ging
from psy cho lo gy/psy cho ana ly sis to ar chi tec ture (when he men tions
Shi and Feng Shui for ins tance). Wein stock dis tin guishes nu me rous
ca te go ries among Go thic ob jects, which de mons trates a clear at‐ 
tempt to or ga nize com plex ideas and concepts. Those ca te go ries are
a help ful step ping stone for fur ther ana ly sis. Ho we ver, while the dis‐ 
tinc tions bet ween some ca te go ries are evident, there are ins tances
where the dif fe rences seem subtle, lea ding to po ten tial re dun dan cy
in the clas si fi ca tion sys tem. It is the case with the dis tinc tion Wein‐ 
stock makes bet ween ins pi ri ted dolls, magic dolls, tech no lo gi cal dolls,
or killer ro bots. Those are sub- categories of the “li ving dolls” (107)
based on what makes them alive, but the line is so me times thin. Des‐ 
pite this li mi ta tion, Wein stock’s ar gu ment is easy to fol low thanks to
re pe ti tions and re phra sing. Mo reo ver, the list of works cited and the
index of terms and names, along with his clas si fi ca tion sys tem, pro‐ 
vide ef fec tive tools to conduct fur ther re search. Ano ther major
strength of this work is its constant re liance on de tai led examples.
In deed, se ve ral sub- parts wi thin the chap ters are de di ca ted to a spe‐ 
ci fic me dium, illus tra ting Wein stock’s ar gu ment and put ting it into
context.
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