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Why do we fear what we fear? Leo Braudy tackles this question in Haunted, a study of 

the monstrous that draws on religion, psychology, literature, the visual arts, law, science, 

and aesthetics in an attempt to examine “how fear is shaped” (x). His goal is to establish 

a “basic taxonomy of fears, the times in which they arose, and their perpetuation down 

to the present” (xi). Haunted joins a monster mash of recent scholarship studying the 

monster as both a product of our imagination that springs forth and speaks to particular 

cultural contexts, and as a kind of analytic lens through which we can interrogate the 

construction of “normal” in a given society. This growing body of academic work on the 

monstrous holds particular resonance in an age when monster tales not only pervade our 

popular culture but also—as evinced by the films The Shape of Water and Get Out—earn 

critical accolades and Oscars. While Braudy does not focus much on the present—readers 

will find no discussions of The Walking Dead or Slender Man here—he helpfully provides 

a prehistory of the modern monster, seeking to understand “the relation between what 

scares us now and what scared people in the past” (2).  

 

Haunted in effect provides a genealogy of monstrous types that have haunted our cultural 

imagination for centuries: the monster from nature, the created monster, the monster 

within, and the monster from the past (perhaps best exemplified by, respectively, King 

Kong, Frankenstein, Mr. Hyde, and Dracula). These four “broad provinces of the 

monstrous,” argues Braudy, “correspond to four prime areas of cultural anxiety in the 

Western world from the eighteenth century to the present,” and they have been 

“modified according to the historical and cultural context in which they appear” (26). For 

readers seeking a historical perspective on contemporary monsters—in particular, an 

intellectual history of the fears that are embodied by today’s monsters—Haunted is a 

useful primer. Braudy’s book tells the story of a “reservoir of imagery that continues to 

shape popular culture and is drawn upon freely when paranoia and crisis again distort 

our sense of reality” (xi).  

   

One significant context for this undertaking is the Lisbon earthquake of 1755, a 

catastrophe that killed tens of thousands of people and destroyed much of the capital city 

of Portugal. “Few natural events have had such an impact on the way people interpret 

their world,” writes Braudy, making the point that observers explained the earthquake 

variously: as the product of a vengeful God or even an indifferent one, as an example of 

the arbitrariness of nature, or as proof of burgeoning seismological theories about 

“caverns under the earth” (6, 114). The responses to the earthquake were both scientific 
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and cultural, Braudy notes, illustrating the flourishing of new interpretive languages in 

the eighteenth century: those of science and reason, as well as mystery and horror. The 

earthquake was read as both supernatural and scientific: “the issues raised by the 

earthquake were stark: Do natural catastrophes occur because of some moral failing on 

the part of those destroyed . . . or do they have other, nonreligious causes susceptible to 

reason?” (9). For Braudy, the discourse surrounding the Lisbon earthquake represented 

an emerging shift of worldviews, a shift that had consequences for how we 

conceptualized our fears. The earthquake in some ways marked the beginning of an era 

when “the mysterious and the unexplainable, seemingly banished by the bright light of 

reason, began to erupt everywhere” (13-14). As religious worldviews gave way to a 

growing interest in empirical science, there was a concomitant “popular phenomena of 

the artistic world of horror and terror,” one that saw “tales of gaping graves and haunted 

palaces, secret compartments and rotting corpses, vampires and the awakened dead, 

become the rage” (13). The more we came to rely on science and reason, in other words, 

the more monsters we cooked up in our fantasy lives. 

 

Braudy suggests that the rise of the “literature of horror and terror” during the Industrial 

Revolution and the Age of Reason can be viewed as a cultural response to the new 

conditions of everyday life, a kind of “collective therapy” that addressed modern 

anxieties. This literature of the monstrous promised “a connection for . . . readers to 

primitive sources of emotion that could serve as an antidote for the sense of personal 

anonymity that industrialization and new definitions of order had brought with them” 

(112). For example, as a new aesthetics of nature and the sublime was articulated 

alongside a new science of nature that sought to discover its invisible structure, stories 

about monsters presented the “possibility that nature is not what we have assumed it 

was” (80). Along similar lines, the created monster, as Frankenstein (1816) exemplified, 

suggested that perhaps the new science and those “practitioners of the invisible arts” 

were not to be trusted. In his fourth chapter, Braudy talks at length about Mary Shelley’s 

novel and how it resonated with some of the salient issues of its time, including education 

and parenthood, new scientific and therapeutic fads like mesmerism, and the role and 

responsibility of the artist. This makes for some lively cross-disciplinary connections. 

Braudy explicates Franz Anton Mesmer’s Memoir on the Discovery of Animal Magnetism 

(1779) soon after parsing Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Emile, or, On Education (1762), all while 

integrating a discussion of Karel Capek’s 1921 play R.U.R. (which popularized the word 

“robot”), the tale of the golem, and Edward Young’s 1759 essay Conjectures on Original 

Composition (“Born originals, how comes it to pass that we die copies?”). Our fears are 

quite complicated, and, as Braudy demonstrates, the study of them is necessarily 

interdisciplinary.   
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The monster within is another type Braudy explores in Haunted. Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde 

is the most famous exemplar of this particular iteration—the double self, or 

doppelgänger. Robert Louis Stevenson’s 1886 novel “explicitly reimagines the problem 

of the monster not as some being separate and other, but as the dark side of the self” (187). 

A modern variation of demonic possession, the monster within speaks to cultural 

anxieties about “the doubled face of social respectability and bestial violence” (189). 

Dracula embodies the fourth monstrous type, the “quintessential monster from the past” 

(218). The eighteenth century was marked by a series of political, scientific, and 

technological revolutions that seemed to propel the Western world forward, but Bram 

Stoker’s 1897 novel at the end of the nineteenth hinted that the past might not, as the 

saying goes, be through with us: “With so many signs all around that history was moving 

forward, what had been lost? What if the past . . . came back to haunt the giddy, sunlit 

present?” (210). The vampire is distinctively nonmodern, a creature from another time, 

the representative of an alternative kind of religion and tradition (it is immortal, and it 

has its own set of rituals and acolytes); the vampire is also a monster that is aristocratic, 

articulate, and charismatic. Dracula, then, is the monstrous, and monstrously seductive 

past, come to disrupt the present and influence the future. The monster from the past 

“dramatizes the difficulty a modern world of whatever form has in dealing with threats 

that draw their power from the past” (207).   

 

Haunted is best considered as a thought-provoking book of ideas about fear. Braudy 

focuses primarily on the convergence of various issues and debates that arose in the 

realms of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century philosophy, science, psychology, and the 

arts that have shaped how we imagine the monstrous. Yet in seeking to chart the 

“evolution of monsters and monstrous images that come ready to hand as ways of 

understanding not only what is abnormal, what is to be hated and despised, but also 

what is compelling in its supernatural allure,” Braudy’s book itself is somewhat haunted 

by history too (x). To be sure, our monsters are shaped by ideas and by the language we 

have developed to talk about fear, but our monsters also emerge from—and in turn 

influence—our material practices, our policies, our own acts of monstrosity. The long and 

dark history of violence and prejudice and mockery and marginalization in the Western 

world is less present in the story Braudy tells than one might hope. Beliefs about race, 

gender, sexuality, nationalism, class, and the body inspire and are reinforced by the 

monsters we imagine and the fears we perpetuate. Doubtlessly, we are haunted not just 

by what we may have believed, but by what we have done.  
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