Blackstone’s Anti-Revolutionary Gothic

This paper further complicates Blackstone’s idealization of justice as harmony by revealing its anxiety-ridden gothic undertones. In the poem, the gothic appears in dark, frightening images of the city, while in the Commentaries it is referenced specifically, both as an historical period that influenced English law and as a representative image, pointing to deep reservoirs of anxiety about English law’s past origins, its present incoherence, and its future ability to regulate an increasingly complex commercial culture. That this anxiety surfaces in references to the gothic might be expected given that the Commentaries was published only one year after Horace Walpole published the Castle of Otranto with its gripping depiction of the juridical as rooted in the violent exercise of power. In writing the Commentaries, Blackstone wanted to save young men from the “dark and puzzled” fate that could otherwise waylay them in their pursuit of justice; he compared the law to an old gothic castle, full of dark mysterious corridors, needing renovations. The vexed relationship between a gothic past that would not stay past and the enlightenment present was played out at Westminster Hall where gothic architecture both represented an illustrious past and figured against the Enlightenment values of classical simplicity, openness, and light. Juridical space is shaped by both architecture and usage; architectural form communicates what form justice will take. But like the space and architecture of Walpole’s castle, juridical space at Westminster seemed out of mere human control. By the second half of the eighteenth century both the Hall and the law were in an almost gothic state of disrepair, one that inspired anxiety more than security. As if in response, in the Commentaries Blackstone tried to organize the utopic juridical world as a sort of anti-gothic, a non-specific a-spatial zone in which English law had escaped its gothic past. But he also oscillated between gothic fear and fascination, allowing the gothic past a spectral presence in the Commentaries. This paper demonstrates that the very existence of justice suggests its feared alternative, the gothic abuse of power, while our search for justice requires a repetitive effort to bring light to gothic darkness. 

