
International Journal of Trend in Scientific Research and Development (IJTSRD)  
Volume 9 Issue 4, Jul-Aug 2025 Available Online: www.ijtsrd.com e-ISSN: 2456 – 6470 

 

@ IJTSRD   |   Unique Paper ID – IJTSRD97323   |   Volume – 9   |   Issue – 4   |   Jul-Aug 2025 Page 678 

Haunting Desires: Gothic Sensibilities and 

Lesbian Identity in the Novels of Sarah Waters 

Raghavendra A 

Lecturer, Department of English, University College of Arts, Tumkur University, Tumkur, Karnataka, India 

 

ABSTRACT 

Sarah Waters stand out as a distinctive literary voice in contemporary 
British fiction, known for her nuanced revival of the Gothic mode to 
explore hidden dimensions of desire, identity, and historical 
repression. This article examines how Waters employs Gothic 
aesthetics—not merely as stylistic embellishment, but as a powerful 
narrative strategy—to represent lesbian identity within rigidly 
patriarchal and heteronormative historical contexts. Through a close 
reading of select novels, including Affinity, Fingersmith, Tipping the 
Velvet, and The Little Stranger, the study investigates how tropes 
such as haunted houses, ghostly presences, madness, and 
confinement are reimagined to symbolise repressed same-sex desire 
and social marginalisation. Positioning Waters within the broader 
tradition of neo-Victorian and queer Gothic fiction, the article 
interrogates how she both subverts and extends Gothic conventions to 
create space for queer expression where it was historically denied. 
Waters' women do not simply inhabit dark, oppressive spaces—they 
disrupt them, haunting the very narratives that once silenced them. 
The Gothic thus becomes a mode of both concealment and revelation, 
reflecting the tension between societal erasure and individual desire. 
By weaving together feminist literary criticism, queer theory, and 
Gothic studies, this article offers a richly textured analysis of Waters’ 
contribution to contemporary literature and her redefinition of both 
genre and gender. In illuminating the interplay between haunting and 
desire, past and present, this study reveals how Waters’ fiction not 
only challenges literary norms but also reclaims silenced histories. 
Her novels are not just acts of storytelling but also acts of 
resistance—literary spaces where the ghosts of history are invited to 
speak. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Gothic, as a literary form, has long served as a 
cultural mirror reflecting anxieties, forbidden desires, 
and disruptions of normative structures. Since its 
18th-century origins, it has offered a language 
through which fear, repression, and the uncanny can 
be explored—not only as supernatural phenomena but 
as deeply psychological and social conditions. In the 
hands of contemporary British novelist Sarah Waters, 
the Gothic becomes a richly layered tool for 
articulating the experiences of women, particularly 
those whose desires and identities have historically 
been marginalised or erased. Waters' fiction does 
more than revisit Victorian and early 20th-century 
England—it reanimates the past to interrogate the 
conditions under which same-sex female desire was 
silenced, criminalised, or confined to the shadows. 

 
Born in 1966, Waters emerged as a formidable voice 
in late 20th-century British literature, earning critical 
acclaim for her ability to combine the elegance of 
historical fiction with the sharp incisiveness of 
feminist and queer perspectives. Her novels—ranging 
from Tipping the Velvet to The Little Stranger—are 
not simply period pieces; they are literary 
interventions that challenge inherited narratives of 
gender, class, and sexuality. What distinguishes 
Waters’ work is her sustained engagement with the 
Gothic tradition, not as a nostalgic gesture but as a 
mode of resistance. In her narratives, haunted 
mansions, asylums, prisons, and spectral presences 
are not only markers of suspense but symbolic 
landscapes where suppressed identities and unspoken 
histories demand recognition. 
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This article explores the confluence of Gothic 
sensibilities and lesbian identity in Waters' oeuvre, 
focusing on how she mobilises Gothic tropes to 
dramatise the repression and eventual assertion of 
same-sex desire. In novels such as Affinity and 
Fingersmith, the presence of ghosts, confined spaces, 
and doppelgängers reflects not only the genre’s 
preoccupation with the uncanny but also the 
psychological toll of living outside heteronormative 
expectations. The haunted woman, the closeted 
desire, and the hidden histories all become sites 
through which Waters critiques the rigid social codes 
of Victorian and Edwardian England. 

Moreover, Waters’ commitment to historical 
authenticity does not preclude subversion; rather, it 
becomes the very basis for it. By situating lesbian 
characters at the centre of narratives traditionally 
reserved for heterosexual and often patriarchal 
protagonists, she reclaims space in literary history for 
voices that were long excluded. The Gothic, in this 
context, becomes more than a set of aesthetic 
features—it becomes an ethical strategy, one that 
allows Waters to explore the emotional and 
existential dimensions of queer life within historical 
constraints. 

This introduction sets the stage for a deeper 
investigation into how Waters’ use of the Gothic form 
is both stylistic and political—how her fiction haunts 
the past not to preserve it, but to reimagine it. The 
article will examine her key novels through the lenses 
of feminist theory, queer studies, and Gothic criticism 
to demonstrate how desire and dread coexist in 
narratives where identity itself is often a ghostly 
presence. In doing so, it seeks to contribute to the 
evolving discourse on queer historical fiction and the 
transformative possibilities of genre literature in 
reclaiming silenced histories. 

Literature Review:  

 Waters, S. (1998). Tipping the Velvet In her 
striking literary debut, Sarah Waters presents 
Tipping the Velvet, a novel that intricately follows 
the evolution of Nan King from a modest oyster 
girl in Whitstable to a bold music-hall performer 
navigating the theatrical and sexual underworld of 
Victorian London. Waters intricately captures the 
era's social mores while illuminating the silences 
surrounding lesbian desire. Through the lens of 
performance and gender masquerade, she deftly 
critiques the boundaries between normative and 
non-normative identities. The use of cross-
dressing and erotic theatre not only dramatizes the 
fluidity of gender but also positions female same-
sex desire as both public spectacle and private 
awakening. Waters revives Victorian urban life 

with meticulous detail, making it a vibrant 
backdrop against which Nan's journey toward 
self-discovery unfolds. The novel thus becomes a 
subversive retelling of the traditional 
Bildungsroman, foregrounding a queer woman's 
experience within a society that largely renders 
her invisible. Ultimately, Tipping the Velvet 
reclaims both historical narrative and literary 
space for lesbian identity with intelligence, 
sensuality, and political insight. 

 Waters, S. (1999). Affinity In Affinity, Sarah 
Waters delves into the murky world of Victorian 
spiritualism and incarceration to tell the haunting 
story of Margaret Prior, a melancholic upper-class 
woman who volunteers at Millbank Prison and 
becomes entangled with an inmate claiming 
supernatural abilities. The novel is structured 
around dual diaries, allowing for a psychological 
intensity that blurs reality and illusion. Waters 
uses the prison’s oppressive architecture and the 
spectral ambiguity of séances to represent the 
emotional and sexual confinement of women who 
deviate from heterosexual norms. The narrative is 
saturated with themes of obsession, deception, 
and despair, all framed within the symbolic 
darkness of the Gothic tradition. The spiritualist 
element becomes a metaphor for unseen female 
desire, especially when directed toward other 
women, making the ghostly presences not merely 
supernatural but deeply metaphorical. Through 
Margaret’s inner turmoil and her yearning for 
connection, Waters paints a poignant picture of 
the cost of emotional isolation and societal 
repression. Affinity thus becomes a masterful 
exploration of same-sex attraction, psychological 
entrapment, and the consequences of 
unacknowledged longing within rigid Victorian 
constraints. 

 Waters, S. (2002). Fingersmith Sarah Waters’ 
Fingersmith is a labyrinthine novel set in 
Victorian England that expertly weaves themes of 
deception, betrayal, and forbidden desire into a 
suspenseful and emotionally charged narrative. 
The novel follows Sue Trinder and Maud Lilly 
through multiple layers of mistaken identity, 
double-crossing, and psychological manipulation. 
Waters masterfully employs the Gothic motif of 
the asylum—long associated with female 
madness—to subvert patriarchal narratives, 
reimagining it as a space of both oppression and 
resistance for women entangled in same-sex 
relationships. The story’s intricate plotting and 
use of narrative reversals mirror the instability of 
identity and the performative nature of gender. 
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What begins as a tale of criminal enterprise 
gradually transforms into a deeply emotional 
story of queer awakening and solidarity, as both 
protagonists begin to understand the societal 
forces that have shaped and confined their lives. 
The motif of the stolen inheritance is paralleled 
by the theft of autonomy, especially over female 
bodies and desires. With its richly Gothic tone 
and feminist undercurrent, Fingersmith 
transcends genre conventions and asserts lesbian 
love as a narrative of strength, survival, and 
reclamation.  

 Waters, S. (2006). The Night Watch In The 

Night Watch, Waters shifts from her familiar 
Victorian settings to 1940s wartime London, but 
retains her characteristic focus on marginalised 
identities, non-linear storytelling, and emotionally 
fraught relationships. The novel unfolds in 
reverse chronology, starting in 1947 and moving 
backward to 1941, a structure that foregrounds the 
psychological aftermath of war and the emotional 
dislocations it produces. Central to the novel are 
queer female characters whose desires and 
struggles unfold in the shadows of bombed 
buildings and blacked-out streets. Though not 
overtly Gothic, the text is permeated by a spectral 
sensibility—characters are haunted by personal 
losses, fractured relationships, and unfulfilled 
longings. Waters treats the city as a liminal space, 
where conventional social structures are 
disrupted, allowing queer possibilities to emerge, 
albeit precariously. The novel interrogates themes 
of survival, shame, and secrecy, particularly as 
they relate to women navigating same-sex love 
during a period of moral conservatism and legal 
oppression. The Night Watch is thus a deeply 
human exploration of resilience and vulnerability, 
filtered through a narrative architecture that 
reflects the brokenness and endurance of its 
characters’ inner lives. 

 Waters, S. (2009). The Little Stranger Departing 
from her earlier focus on overtly queer 
protagonists, The Little Stranger situates itself in 
post-World War II England, where decaying 
aristocratic traditions meet rising class tensions. 
The novel centres on Hundreds Hall, a once-grand 
estate now haunted by an unknown force, and 
narrated by a rationalist country doctor whose 
own reliability is constantly in question. Waters 
draws upon classic Gothic tropes—a crumbling 
mansion, unseen forces, unexplained 
phenomena—to explore psychological unease and 
social disintegration. While lesbian identity is not 
a central theme here, the novel maintains Waters’ 

enduring interest in otherness, marginality, and 
the ghostly residue of suppressed histories. The 
haunting can be read as an allegory for postwar 
trauma and the anxieties of societal transition, 
especially concerning class mobility and the 
collapse of the landed gentry. The presence of the 
supernatural is never definitively confirmed or 
denied, which leaves readers suspended in a state 
of interpretive uncertainty. Through this 
ambiguity, Waters critiques the illusion of control 
and the fragility of inherited power. The Little 

Stranger thus reinvents the ghost story as a 
commentary on class, repression, and the spectres 
that linger in a supposedly rational age.  

 Waters, S. (2014). The Paying Guests Set in 
post-World War I London, The Paying Guests 
explores the intimate and perilous romance 
between Frances Wray, a middle-class woman 
constrained by duty, and her lodger Lilian Barber, 
whose vivacity disrupts the staid routines of 
Frances’ household. As their relationship 
deepens, it transgresses not only sexual and 
emotional boundaries but also the rigid 
demarcations of class and gender that structure 
interwar British society. Waters introduces a 
murder plot midway through the novel, infusing 
the narrative with Gothic suspense and legal 
drama. The courtroom becomes a modern version 
of the Gothic dungeon—an oppressive space 
where queer desire is scrutinised, judged, and 
almost criminalised. The narrative interrogates the 
burden of secrecy, the cost of transgression, and 
the ever-present threat of exposure. Though less 
fantastical than her earlier novels, the 
psychological intensity and moral ambiguity of 
The Paying Guests preserve the Gothic spirit. 
Waters uses the genre’s conventions to examine 
how society continues to police women’s bodies 
and emotions, especially when they defy 
heteronormative expectations. The novel 
ultimately reflects on the complexities of love, 
guilt, and liberation in a world where deviation 
remains dangerous. 

 Hughes, W. (2022). Gothic Queer Culture 

William Hughes, in Gothic Queer Culture, 
presents an incisive analysis of how Gothic 
fiction has historically provided a space for queer 
expression, especially when conventional 
narratives exclude or marginalise such identities. 
Through detailed examinations of texts like 
Waters’ Affinity and Fingersmith, Hughes 
positions Waters as a leading figure in the 
contemporary Gothic revival. He illustrates how 
Waters retools familiar Gothic elements—
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hauntings, confinement, spiritualism—to narrate 
queer female experience in ways that challenge 
patriarchal and heteronormative paradigms. 
Hughes argues that Waters’ work does not merely 
insert queer characters into Gothic settings, but 
fundamentally alters the genre’s logic to 
accommodate and centre lesbian subjectivity. In 
doing so, she destabilises traditional binaries such 
as sanity/madness, natural/unnatural, and 
presence/absence. Hughes’s contribution is 
especially valuable for its articulation of how 
queerness and Gothic excess are mutually 
reinforcing, allowing authors like Waters to 
explore complex emotional landscapes while 
simultaneously critiquing historical oppression. 

 Kohlke, M.-L. (2017). Neo-Victorian Gothic: 

Horror, Violence and Degeneration in the Re-

Imagined Nineteenth Century Marie-Luise 
Kohlke’s work offers a compelling framework for 
understanding Waters' literary contributions 
through the lens of Neo-Victorian Gothic. In this 
critical volume, Kohlke identifies Waters as a 
foundational figure in the genre’s contemporary 
revival, noting her ability to fuse historical 
authenticity with subversive narrative strategies. 
Waters, according to Kohlke, employs Gothic 
conventions such as degeneration, moral panic, 
and bodily horror to expose the hypocrisies and 
constraints of Victorian sexual and social codes. 
Her novels reimagine the 19th century not as a 
fixed past, but as a dynamic terrain where 
repressed histories—especially those involving 
gender and sexuality—can be revisited and 
rearticulated. By distorting the familiar through 
eerie atmospheres and psychological tension, 
Waters constructs a fictional space where 
marginal voices are not only heard but 
foregrounded. Kohlke’s analysis underscores how 
Waters' Gothic is not nostalgic but radical, aimed 
at revealing the violence inherent in respectability 
and the trauma encoded in historical silences. 

 Carpenter, L. (2003). Haunting the House of 

Fiction Lynette Carpenter, in Haunting the House 

of Fiction, explores how domestic spaces in 
women’s Gothic writing serve as sites of both 
subjugation and resistance. Her comparative study 
includes Sarah Waters among a lineage of 
feminist authors like Charlotte Perkins Gilman 
and Shirley Jackson. Carpenter argues that 
Waters’ fictional houses—be they prisons, 
asylums, or ancestral homes—are haunted not just 
by ghosts, but by suppressed desires and the 
lingering absence of female agency. In novels 
such as Affinity and Fingersmith, the architecture 

becomes an extension of the protagonist’s inner 
turmoil, with secret rooms and locked doors 
symbolising emotional repression and sexual 
constraint. Carpenter’s work illuminates how 
Waters revitalises the haunted house trope to 
critique patriarchal control over women’s bodies 
and lives, especially those who fall outside 
heteronormative structures. Her analysis 
highlights the subtle interplay between space, 
gender, and power, revealing how Gothic settings 
in Waters' fiction reflect broader socio-political 
anxieties around queerness and confinement. 

 Haggerty, G. E. (2006). Queer Gothic George E. 
Haggerty’s Queer Gothic presents a foundational 
argument that the Gothic genre, with its emphasis 
on secrecy, transgression, and deviant desire, has 
always been inherently queer. His reading of 
Sarah Waters’ work builds on this premise, 
identifying her fiction as exemplary in 
demonstrating how the Gothic continues to serve 
queer narrative strategies. In texts like 
Fingersmith and Affinity, Haggerty notes how 
Waters uses Gothic features not only to build 
suspense but to represent the unspeakable nature 
of lesbian desire in repressive historical contexts. 
He discusses how Waters crafts characters whose 
sexualities are expressed in the shadows—
through glances, hauntings, or coded language—
mirroring the concealment and fear that marked 
queer existence in the 19th century. Haggerty’s 
study affirms that Waters does not merely write 
within the Gothic tradition, but transforms it by 
injecting it with political urgency and emotional 
depth. His work offers a critical foundation for 
understanding the queer dynamics of Waters’ 
fiction and the genre’s enduring relevance to 
discussions of identity and resistance. 

Objectives of the Study 

1. To explore how Gothic tropes in Sarah Waters’ 
novels articulate lesbian identity and same-sex 
desire. 

2. To analyze the narrative function of haunted 
spaces, doppelgängers, and spectral figures as 
metaphors for queer marginality. 

3. To contribute to scholarly debates in queer theory, 
Gothic studies, and neo-Victorian fiction. 

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative literary research 
methodology, grounded in close textual analysis and 
enriched by theoretical frameworks drawn from queer 
theory, feminist literary criticism, and Gothic studies. 
As the focus of this research lies in interpreting 
thematic patterns, narrative structures, and symbolic 
language within Sarah Waters’ fiction, the 
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methodology is primarily interpretive and analytical, 
rather than empirical or statistical. 

 Selection of Primary Texts: The analysis centres 
on six major novels written by Sarah Waters 
between 1998 and 2014: Tipping the Velvet 
(1998), Affinity (1999), Fingersmith (2002), The 
Night Watch (2006), The Little Stranger (2009), 
and The Paying Guests (2014). These texts were 
selected for their rich interweaving of Gothic 
tropes and exploration of lesbian identity, 
allowing for a nuanced study of how Waters 
reappropriates historical and literary forms. 
Though The Little Stranger lacks an explicit 
queer female protagonist, its inclusion is justified 
due to its centrality in Waters’ use of Gothic 
conventions to explore marginality and 
psychological repression. 

 Theoretical Framework: The research draws 
upon queer theoretical perspectives, particularly 
those articulated by scholars such as Judith 
Butler, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, and George E. 
Haggerty, to examine how non-normative 
sexualities are represented, obscured, or made 
legible within the Gothic mode. Butler’s concept 
of gender performativity provides an important 
lens for reading characters who disrupt Victorian 
gender binaries through dress, behaviour, or 
desire. Sedgwick’s theory of the “closet” as a 
structure of concealment and revelation informs 
the interpretation of secrecy and subtext in 
Waters’ narratives. Furthermore, feminist 
criticism—particularly the works of Elaine 
Showalter and Marie-Luise Kohlke—offers 
insight into the representation of female agency, 
confinement, and historical silence in neo-
Victorian literature. 

 Literary and Structural Analysis: The novels 
are examined through close reading techniques, 
focusing on narrative voice, setting, symbolism, 
characterisation, and intertextual references. 
Special attention is paid to Gothic conventions 
such as haunted houses, spectral apparitions, 
madness, imprisonment, and duplicity, and how 
these are reinterpreted in Waters’ texts to express 
lesbian identity and critique heteropatriarchal 
history. For example, the analysis explores how 
the asylum in Fingersmith functions not only as a 
site of confinement but as a metaphor for social 
control over female sexuality. Structural devices 
such as unreliable narration, non-linear timelines, 
and mirrored identities are also critically 
analysed. These narrative strategies, which are 
hallmarks of both Gothic and postmodern fiction, 
are scrutinised to uncover how Waters uses form 

as well as content to express the fragmentation 
and concealment often experienced by queer 
individuals, especially in eras of legal and social 
repression. 

 Contextual and Historical Analysis: In addition 
to literary analysis, the study situates Waters’ 
novels within their historical and cultural 
contexts, examining the socio-legal position of 
queer women in Victorian England, the interwar 
period, and post-World War Britain. Secondary 
historical sources, including feminist 
historiography and accounts of sexuality and the 
law, inform this contextual reading. The study 
also considers Waters’ own academic background 
in English literature and lesbian historical fiction, 
which shapes her deliberate engagement with 
archival silence and historical marginalisation. 

 Comparative and Intertextual Reading: 
Waters’ fiction is also analysed in conversation 
with canonical Gothic literature, such as the 
works of Wilkie Collins, Charlotte Brontë, and 
Henry James. This intertextual approach 
highlights how Waters revises and queers 
traditional Gothic motifs to challenge the 
limitations of historical narratives. Moreover, her 
novels are read alongside modern critical texts 
that discuss Gothic as a queer genre, positioning 
her within a broader continuum of queer literary 
production. 

 Limitations of the Study: This research is 
limited to textual analysis and does not 
incorporate empirical reader-response data or 
interviews. Furthermore, while the focus remains 
on lesbian identity, broader intersections such as 
race and disability within Waters' work are 
acknowledged but not extensively explored due to 
the scope of this particular study. 

By integrating close reading with queer and feminist 
theoretical lenses, this methodology enables a 
nuanced exploration of how Sarah Waters reclaims 
and transforms Gothic fiction to articulate lesbian 
identity and historical trauma. It foregrounds the 
literary and symbolic mechanisms through which the 
unspeakable becomes narratable, and through which 
silenced desires emerge, spectral yet insistent, from 
the recesses of cultural memory. 

Findings and Analysis 

 The Gothic Mode as a Vehicle of Repression 

and Subversion: Sarah Waters employs the 
Gothic tradition not merely for atmospheric 
suspense or narrative intrigue, but as a deeply 
symbolic register to interrogate and challenge 
normative ideologies. Her use of haunted estates, 
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eerie silences, and psychological turmoil 
functions as a metaphor for the silencing of queer 
voices and desires throughout history. Rather than 
presenting horror for its own sake, Waters 
reclaims the Gothic as a space where repressed 
identities assert themselves, often in fragmented 
or spectral forms. Her characters inhabit worlds 
weighed down by secrecy, shame, and social 
taboo—yet they find within those shadows the 
tools for resistance, reinvention, and personal 
autonomy. 

 Haunting as a Narrative of Queer Desire: In 
Waters’ fiction, haunting is not confined to the 
supernatural; it is a lived experience of those 
whose desires lie outside societal norms. 
Protagonists such as Margaret Prior in Affinity 
and Sue Trinder in Fingersmith are not merely 
pursued by ghosts but are they haunted by desires 
deemed unspeakable in Victorian society. The 
ghost in these narratives becomes a potent 
symbol—of lost love, historical erasure, and 
forbidden longing. Rather than being expelled, the 
ghostly returns insistently, representing lesbian 
identity as something that defies suppression. 
Waters thus reconfigures haunting as a queer 
aesthetic, making visible the emotional and 
historical weight of marginalised love. 

 Domestic and Institutional Spaces as 

Ideological Constructs: Physical spaces in 
Waters’ novels—be they asylums, prisons, 
drawing rooms, or courtrooms—are never neutral 
settings. Each architectural environment is 
charged with symbolic meaning, functioning as a 
site where power relations are enacted and 
challenged. The asylum in Fingersmith, for 
instance, reflects society’s impulse to 
institutionalise nonconformity, particularly female 
non-normative behaviour. Similarly, the inherited 
homes in The Little Stranger and The Paying 
Guests are repositories of patriarchal values that 
both confine and provoke rebellion. Waters 
transforms these spaces into battlegrounds of 
gender and sexuality, where lesbian characters 
wrestle with the constraints of law, custom, and 
inherited morality. 

 Rewriting the Canon: Intertextual Strategies 

and Queer Lineage: Waters positions herself 
within, yet against, the British literary canon. 
Drawing inspiration from nineteenth-century 
authors such as Wilkie Collins, Charles Dickens, 
and Henry James, she borrows familiar motifs—
disguises, false identities, family secrets—and 
reconfigures them through a queer lens. Her 
novels engage in a critical dialogue with these 

canonical predecessors, at once honouring their 
narrative ingenuity and exposing their 
heteronormative blind spots. Through this 
deliberate intertextuality, Waters not only pays 
tribute to the Gothic tradition but also queers it, 
creating a new literary lineage in which lesbian 
desire is neither marginal nor metaphorical, but 
central and material. 

Scope for Further Study: 

While this article focuses on the interplay between 
Gothic aesthetics and lesbian identity in Sarah 
Waters’ major works, there remain several fertile 
areas for further exploration. One promising direction 
involves comparative studies between Waters and 
other queer writers of neo-Victorian fiction, such as 
Emma Donoghue or Jeanette Winterson, whose 
works similarly negotiate gender, sexuality, and 
historical memory. Scholars might also examine how 
Waters’ narratives interact with global queer Gothic 
traditions beyond the British context, including 
American or postcolonial queer Gothic expressions. 

Another important area for inquiry is the reception 
and pedagogical use of Waters’ novels in LGBTQ+ 
studies and women’s studies courses. How these texts 
function as tools for both academic critique and 
identity formation remains under-explored. 
Additionally, interdisciplinary approaches that bring 
together queer theory, spatial politics, and trauma 
studies could yield richer insights into the affective 
dimensions of haunting and confinement in Waters’ 
oeuvre. 

Finally, with the evolving landscape of queer 
representation in literature and media, future studies 
could investigate the adaptation of Waters’ works for 
film and television. How the Gothic and queer 
elements translate—or are diluted—across media 
platforms raises significant questions about visibility, 
censorship, and commodification of queer narratives 
in contemporary culture. 

Conclusion: 

Sarah Waters’ body of work stands as a landmark in 
contemporary queer literature, not only for its 
unapologetic portrayal of lesbian desire but also for 
its masterful use of Gothic conventions to subvert 
historical narratives. Her novels reimagine the 
Victorian past as a space alive with subtext, desire, 
and resistance, effectively challenging 
heteronormative assumptions embedded within both 
literary and historical canons. By queering Gothic 
motifs—haunted houses, hidden manuscripts, and 
spectral presences—Waters constructs a symbolic 
world in which marginalised identities refuse silence. 
The haunted, often claustrophobic settings in her 
fiction are transformed into sites of reclamation and 
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emotional authenticity. Whether in the shadowy 
corridors of an asylum or the ornate parlours of 
Edwardian homes, her characters confront societal 
repression with a fierce, defiant subjectivity. Through 
her intertextual layering and evocative storytelling, 
Waters not only recovers lost histories of same-sex 
love but also creates new imaginative possibilities for 
queer futures. Her contribution lies in demonstrating 
that the Gothic is not merely a genre of fear, but a 
powerful literary mode for articulating longing, loss, 
and liberation. In the richly haunted pages of her 
fiction, lesbian identity emerges not as a ghostly 
absence, but as a haunting presence that insists on 
being seen, felt, and remembered. 
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